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This study examines the experiences of international students while living in 
Australia and studying in higher education programs. The perceptions of a selective 
sample of international students studying in their first year of a business course were 
examined. Fourteen international students from Saudi Arabia participated in the 
current study. The study explored the extent to which expectations contribute to 
students’ experiences. A salient part of the study concerned the notion of 
intercultural competency and how that affects the overall experiences of Saudi 
students studying in a business program in a major Australian university. 
Closer examination of student experiences may assist Australian government 
authorities and higher education institutions, in particular universities, in determining 
actions they may take to improve the experience for international students. This 
would apply to those international students who are currently in Australia and for the 
many more who may be considering study in the country, in the future. The study 
may also benefit international students themselves as a guide to what they may 
expect (about study life) from studying in Australia and how they may become more 
competent co-contributors to their experience.  
The study found that Saudi Arabian international students studying in 
Australia had a variety of experiences that were perceived by the students to be quite 
challenging. These experiences were found to be related in part to expectations 
students held before coming to Australia. Levels of intercultural competency were 
also found to have a bearing on international students’ experiences.  
The thesis concludes with lessons learned from this important study. In 
particular, implications for Australian educators are outlined in regard to 
international students’ expectations, experience of living and studying in Australia 
and intercultural competency. 
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Chapter One:  Introduction 
It was estimated that, in 2012, 29% of all students studying in Australian universities 
were from international destinations (ABS (Australian Bureau of Statistics), 2012). 
The Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC, 2010) reported that Australia 
has a higher proportion per capita of international students of any other country in 
the world. This indicates that a considerable number of students from other countries 
have chosen to make Australia their destination for higher education studies despite 
the fact that worldwide enrolments of international students have fallen due to the 
global financial crisis of 2008-2009 (Kift, Nelson & Clarke, 2010).  
The qualitative study described in this thesis examines the perceptions of 
international students living and studying in Australia through the specific case of 
students from Saudi Arabia studying business at Metro University (true name 
withheld) in Brisbane, Australia. While the focus of the study concerns students’ 
experiences in relation to their expectations and intercultural competency, the study 
also notes the impact and instance of cultural shock. This study takes its 
understanding of intercultural competency and cultural shock both from seminal 
texts such as Oberg (1954/1960) and Hofstede (1997) and more contemporary 
interpretations (see, for example, Zhou, Jindal-Snape, Topping & Todman, 2008). 
This study of international students from Saudi Arabia has been conducted 
during a period where, because of international terrorism, the daily experience of 
Muslims, particularly from the Middle East, has become increasingly difficult 
(Aston, 2014). It was also a period where there has been an ongoing “conflation of 
Arab and Muslim communities into a homogenous category, constructed as 
synonymous with threat and terrorism, and often identified through visual markers of 
difference: ‘Like all Arabs are terrorists. Especially girls with scarves’” (Mansouri & 
Trembath, 2005, p. 519). 
This chapter begins by providing background to the research and identifies 
some key themes pertaining to the focus of the study. It will outline the driving force 
of the study, the research questions, the research methodology, the role of the 
researcher and provide a discussion of the study’s significance. It will also present 
the conceptual framework underpinning the study. 
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International students in Australian higher education 
An “international student “is here understood to be “a student who is not an 
Australian citizen or permanent resident and is enrolled or proposes to enrol at an 
institution in Australia” (University of Queensland, 2014, p. 43). Higher education in 
Australia is made up of universities and other higher education institutions such as 
TAFE (Tertiary and Further Education) colleges, graduate business schools and 
theological colleges (Harding, 2004). The higher education sector makes an 
important contribution to the future of Australia in terms of its intellectual, cultural, 
social and economic development (AEI (Australian Educational International), 
2011). People in Australia, as in many western countries, are highly conscious of the 
social purposes and benefits of higher education for a developed world and a 
competitive economy (Gatfield, 1997).  
Many regions of the world, such as Asia and the Middle East, look upon 
western countries such as the United States of America (USA), the United Kingdom 
(UK), and Australia as highly reputable providers of quality higher education 
programs in their universities (OECD, 2011; Taylor & Albasri, 2014). This interest 
creates a demand for places in universities in these countries. Global competition 
appears vectored by research capacity and dominated by the English language 
(Montgomery, 2010).  
The nationalities representing the highest enrolments and half of international 
students in Australia are: China (26.2%); India (10.7%); Vietnam (5.1%); Republic 
of Korea (4.7%); and Thailand (4.3%) (Australian Government, 2014a). In 
November 2014, the Australian government reported that: 
… there were 583,714 enrolments by full-fee paying international students in 
Australia on a student visa. This represents a 12.3% increase on YTD 
November 2013 and compares with the average YTD November growth rate 
for enrolments of 5.4% per year over the preceding ten years.  
(Australian Government, 2014b, para. 1) 
Data available for Saudi Arabian students enrolled in Australia from 2011-
2014 (presented in Table 1.1) shows an overall average percentage of around 0.21%. 
This would indicate that, while Saudi students represent the minority of the 
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international student population in Australia, their numbers have remained consistent 
in the documented period 2011-2014. 
Table 1.1 
Enrolment of Saudi Arabian students in Australian education programs (based on 
Australian Government, 2014a) 











Education 6101 0.24% 5588 0.23% 4967 0.21% 4838 0.21%
VET 749 0.05% 879 0.07% 672 0.06% 528 0.05%
Schools 15 0.01% 21 0.01% 26 0.01% 16 0.01%
ELICOS 4354 0.56% 4238 0.57% 4276 0.49% 4634 0.50%
Non-award 428 0.17% 253 0.11% 267 0.11% 281 0.11%
Grand Total 11647 0.22% 10979 0.22% 10208 0.21% 10297 0.21%
 
As demand for places continues to exceed supply, it is paramount for 
universities in western countries to develop competitive strategies to maximise their 
share of this immense market. It has been argued that Australia, in particular, 
requires a more comprehensive globalisation strategy for its universities 
(Montgomery, 2010) and there is concern Australian universities may lack the 
expertise, knowledge and resources to compete sustainably in the global education 
market (Hill, Cronk, & Wickramasekera, 2008). Australia is a relatively small 
country by population and may not experience continued growth unless it operates 
effectively in this huge global market. This study aims to contribute to the deeper 
understanding of Australian academics to the expectations, experiences and 
intercultural competency of Saudi Arabian students in their care. 
Despite modest increases in numbers of international students in recent years 
(ABS, 2012), the higher education sector in Australia is still experiencing the 
impacts of the global financial crisis of 2009-2011 that saw enrolments from 
international students plummet (ABS, 2012). Apart from economic considerations 
affecting decisions of international students to enrol in overseas university programs, 
there were other issues such as exacting visa requirements enforced by the Australian 
government. Despite these difficulties, including a rising dollar, the Australian higher 
education authorities (Australian government and individual universities) have 
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continued to meet these challenges and have been relatively successful in attracting 
international students (OECD, 2011). One of the chief concerns for Australia 
competing in this global education market is that competitors are multiplying, 
including English-speaking destinations such as USA, UK, Canada and New 
Zealand. Moreover, countries such as Singapore, Malaysia, China, and those in the 
Middle East, have become increasingly popular destinations for international 
students (OECD, 2011). 
Australia is an example of system segmentation and the global/national 
interface (Montgomery, 2010). Although all Australian universities engage in global 
competition for student enrolments, they enter on different terms, depending on their 
positioning strategy. This means universities may select a position in the market that 
informs prospective students concerning the reputation of the university, quality of 
courses offered and pricing structures (Mahat & Hourigan, 2007). Based upon 
successful marketing of this position, universities pursue different global strategies 
with varying levels of intensity (Montgomery, 2010).  
Some universities, more than others, utilise global activity in such a way as to 
lift their national and international status. For example, in 2009, the Australian 
National University experienced a large enrolment of foreign fee-paying students, 
increasing from 14.9 per cent to 27.9 per cent of all students (Montgomery, 2010). 
This university has focused more on numbers and revenues than on positional value 
and student quality, a strategy more closely aligned to non-elite Australian 
universities (those whose positioning strategy lies more towards lower fees, lower 
quality) than to leading US universities (Forsey, Broomhall & Davis, 2012).  
Australia has been recognised in recent years as a high volume provider of 
higher education through effective marketing and management, creative off-shore 
ventures with universities in other countries, improved support services, its proximity 
to Southeast Asia, a temperate climate and relatively peaceful social atmosphere, and 
a currency-related price advantage over the USA and UK (Montgomery, 2010). 
Through much of the 1990s, the total cost of fees and living expenses for 
international students in Australia was about two thirds of that of the UK and the US 
public universities (Montgomery, 2010). However, following appreciation of the 
Australian dollar and cost increases in urban areas, the price advantage has largely 
disappeared (Montgomery, 2010). Australian international education remains price-
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dependent rather than status- or content- dependent. A danger is that Australia has 
located itself in a narrow market niche seen as more of a “global polytechnic” which 
focuses on a small range of industry-specific programs (Montgomery, 2010). 
In the last decade, there have been some significant changes to Australian 
government policy concerning higher education, such as those emanating from the 
2008 Bradley Review (Bradley, Noonan, Nugent & Scales, 2008) and the 2011 
Knight Review (Australian Government, 2011). The former review examined access 
to Australian universities and other higher education providers as well as the quality 
of services offered. The implementation of the accepted recommendations led to the 
creation of an independent statutory authority for national regulation and quality 
assurance, namely, the Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) 
established in 2011 to enhance the overall quality of the Australian higher education 
system.  
The latter review, the Knight Review (Australian Government, 2011), 
explored the challenges that international students face accessing higher education in 
Australia and recommended streamlining changes to the process of an international 
student qualifying for and acquiring a visa to study in Australia and being able to 
work for longer periods in Australia following receipt of their qualification. Both 
reviews and the subsequent acceptance of the vast majority of recommendations by 
the Australian government are important to the current study. They help 
contextualise the study of international students’ experience of living and studying in 
Australia.  
The changes to Australian government policy regarding international students 
in the higher education sector, particularly in the wake of the two major reviews 
mentioned above, suggest that market forces are the greatest determining factor in 
how to create a quality university system (AEI, 2011). This means that competition 
for places in the international student marketplace is a governing principle that 
guides the marketing focus of universities (Gatfield, 1997). Universities are 
increasingly required to attract international students by improving the quality of 
courses they offer, delivery methods and marketing strategies.  
Moreover, universities encourage the Australian government to increase 
funding so that quality services can be supplied to meet student demand. This 
suggests that funding for universities in Australia is not adequate. The funding by the 
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Government for universities is regularly under review which is concerning for 
universities in terms of funding their programs and desired numbers of student places 
(AEI, 2011). This was a major finding and recommendation in the Bradley Report 
(Bradley, et al., 2008). Competing uses of public money by public entities including 
universities has put pressure on universities to meet needs of current and prospective 
new students. As a result, and coupled with desire for accessing global student 
markets, Australian universities have expanded their student enrolments to 
prospective students from other countries (AEI, 2011). International students pay full 
fees for their courses and dramatically raise the income levels of the universities far 
above what local students - many of whom are subsidised - are contributing (AEI, 
2011). 
University education is a significant financial investment using public money 
and it is necessary for universities to constantly evaluate courses they offer and 
methods of delivery (East, 2001). This suggests the Australian government expects 
value for money invested in the university sector. Universities can support this 
objective by providing quality programs. Hellsten (2010) contended that universities 
cannot simply see international students as a source of important funding but should 
view them more holistically as “customers” who are purchasing a service which can 
be accessed from other parts of the world. It has been argued that global competition 
for these students should result, theoretically at least, in better provision of services 
to these students (Cathcart, Dixon-Dawson, & Hall, 2006).  
This study has been framed with a clear understanding of international 
students as more than “customers” and accepts that “it is not easy to be a cross 
cultural learner. It requires courage, determination and persistence to succeed in 
doing so. There are many cultural elements that the learners need to adjust to, get 
used to, learn or unlearn” (Abukhattala, 2013, p. 36). The following section takes a 
closer look at students from Saudi Arabia who are the focus of this study.  
Students from Saudi Arabia 
Shepherd and Rane (2012) posited that “significant differences exist between the 
Arab international student cohort [in Australia] and international students of other 
nationalities such as Chinese or Indian” (p. 2). This section introduces some of the 
cultural background which differentiates Saudi students from other international 
cohorts. 
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There are 22 countries that comprise the Arab world. Egypt is by far the 
largest by population (84 million). Other large Arab countries are Algeria (38 
million) and Saudi Arabia (30 million). Arabs historically originate as Central 
Semitic groups that populated the Arabian Peninsula. After long periods of Turkish 
rule, many Arabian states only gained independence after World War Two. Just prior 
to the war, large deposits of petroleum were discovered in the region, leading to 
substantial wealth creation. The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is the largest economy in 
the Middle East and was established in 1932 by King Abdul Aziz Al Saud and has 
been ruled, as an absolute monarchy since that time, by his sons. During the writing 
of this thesis, King Abdullah bin Abdulaziz Al Saud passed away and was succeeded 
by King Salman, the youngest surviving son of Ibn Saud. 
Saudi Arabia is the only Arab nation that has never held national elections as 
political parties and national elections are not permitted. Saudi Arabia was a poor 
country until 1938 when oil was discovered. It has embraced its lucrative oil industry 
while retaining much of its cultural underpinnings developed over many centuries in 
a harsh and, at times, hostile environment. The country boasts the second largest oil 
reserve in the world. 
Saudi Arabia is the birthplace of Islam and, as home to its most sacred sites, 
adheres to all teachings of the Islamic religion. The country includes the premier 
holy cities for Muslims: Makkah Al-Mukkaramah, Al-Madinah Al-Munawwarah and 
Makkah, which is the birthplace of Prophet Mohammad. In the centre of the city, 
there is the Holy Mosque which includes the Holy Qabaa. Five times each day, more 
than one billion Muslims around the world, wherever they may be, turn to the Holy 
Qabaa to pray (Ministry of Hajj, 2011). Makkah also is the focal point of Hajj, the 
Islamic pilgrimage in which over two million Muslims from all over the world 
participate every year (Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE), 2010). The dominant 
form of Islam in Saudi Arabia is Wahhabi Islam, a particularly conservative and 
orthodox form of the religion. Devout Muslims observe salat, or ritual prayer, which 
is performed five times a day at dawn (al-fajr), midday (al-zuhr), afternoon (al-'asr), 
sunset (al-maghrib) and evening (al-'isha). Muslims also observe the month of 
Ramadan where they fast during daylight hours and perform acts of charity. 
The King of Saudi Arabia must, by royal decree, subscribe to all 
requirements of Sharia (Islamic law) and the holy Quran. The teachings of the 
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prophet Muhammad form the basis of the country’s constitution. The country has 
been criticised for its human rights record with a strong stand on punishing criminals 
but boasts a relatively low rate of crime as a result (Deresky & Christopher, 2012).  
Saudi Arabian culture is drawn from centuries-old traditions and customs. 
Limitations on dress and behaviour in public, particularly for women, are enforceable 
socially and legally. Alhazmi and Nyland (2013) explained that, in Saudi Arabia, 
gender segregation is a secular cultural norm which is “a significant contributor in 
forming Saudi cultural identity” (p. 354). It is bound up with the concept of Ired or 
personal honour and in Wahhabi Islam, Ired is the fourth of the five hierarchies: 
religion, self, mind, Ired and wealth. Gender segregation is seen as the means to 
protect a woman’s honour (chastity). A Saudi woman cannot, for example, be alone 
with a man who is not a family member and a man may not touch a woman who is 
not his wife or his mother. 
Alcohol is prohibited in public places and theatres and cinemas do not exist 
for public use. As mentioned, the people predominantly observe Islamic religion and 
tend to live conservatively in extended family groups. The family is considered the 
essential social institution and is the principal basis of status and identity. The Saudi 
society is male-dominated with many restrictions placed upon women such as 
extreme conservatism in dress and prohibition from driving vehicles.  
There has been a long tradition in Saudi Arabia of sponsoring overseas study, 
beginning in the reign of King Abdul-Aziz (1876-1953). This tradition has more 
recently been significantly expanded through the King Abdullah Scholarships 
Program (KASP) which began operation, by royal decree, in 2005 (Taylor & Albasri, 
2014) and have been extended to 2018 (Bashraheel, 2013). The aim of the 
scholarship program is:  
… to be an important source of support for Saudi universities as well as the 
public and private sectors in the kingdom by supplying them with highly 
qualified Saudi citizens and through the development, preparation and 
qualification of human resources in an effective manner, so that they may 
compete on an international level in the labor market and the various fields of 
scientific research. 
(Ministry of Higher Education (MOHE), 2011b, para. 1) 
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A corollary aim of the scholarship program is to replace expatriate workers 
and thus reduce unemployment in Saudi Arabia and for graduates to contribute to a 
more open society (Bashraheel, 2013). Saudi Arabians wanting to study abroad may 
choose from a list of countries “selected on the basis of the excellence of their 
educational programs and [which] are subject to periodic review” (MOHE, 2011a, 
para. 1). This list currently is made up of 23 countries. Those where English is the 
main language are USA, Canada, UK, Ireland, Australia, and New Zealand 
(Shepherd, 2010). Taylor and Albasri (2014) noted that English is the preferred 
language for tuition for Saudi Arabian students studying abroad. 
The majority of Saudi Arabians studying abroad - including self-sponsored, 
employer-sponsored and KASP students - are in the US (Taylor & Albasri, 2014). 
Figure 1.1 shows the growth of enrolments in U.S, UK (Great Britain), Canada, and 
Australia, which “account for most of the growth of student enrolment worldwide” 
(Taylor & Albasri, 2014, p. 114). 
Figure 1.1. Enrolment growth of Saudi students in US, UK (Britain), Canada and 
Australia (Taylor & Albasri, 2014, p. 114) 
A closer look at Figure 1.1 shows no enrolments of Saudi students from 
2000-2005, with the rise in numbers from 2005 coinciding with the introduction of 
the King Abdullah Scholarships Program. Shepherd (2010) suggested that there were 
approximately 2000 enrolments from Saudi Arabia at that time, a figure which, as 
reported in government data, has steadily increased. On the basis of this, Shepherd 
(2010) argued that, since 2008-2009: 
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Saudi Arabian students are no longer clustered under the umbrella term 
‘Middle East’ enrolments, now comprising a new data category. While 
Arabic international student intake is not yet as large as it is from China, its 
rapid increase demands urgent attention to ascertain how best to cater or 
Arabic students’ needs. (para. 2) 
A restricted range of academic disciplines is offered through the King 
Abdullah Scholarship Program. The Ministry of Higher Education stated that “on the 
undergraduate (Bachelor's degree) level, students are allowed to study medicine, 
medical sciences, and health sciences. On the graduate level (Master's degree and 
Ph.D.), the program allows students to study a diversity of fields” (MOHE, 2011d, 
para. 1). These disciplines are selected to align with the priorities of government 
ministries, national corporations and private sector (MOHE, 2011c). 
The King Abdullah Scholarship Programs (KASP) provide four years of 
funding for undergraduate students, two years for Master’s students, and three years 
for Ph.D students. The generous scholarships provide: (a) a full scholarship which 
covers all academic expenses; (b) a monthly stipend paid to the students, their 
spouses, and their children; (c) medical and dental coverage; (d) complimentary 
round trip tickets for the students and their families to return to Saudi Arabia once a 
year; and (e) a range of allowances for special needs as well as for scientific 
materials and private tutoring. There are also incentives for high achievement, that is, 
obtaining a high GPA (Grade Point Average). It becomes apparent that international 
students from Saudi Arabia will not encounter financial difficulties while studying 
overseas. They will, however, encounter cultural difficulties because of the sharp 
comparisons between social and religious practices at home and those of the host 
country (Alhazmi, 2013; Midgley, 2010). They will also experience different 
pedagogical practices, particularly in regard to how educators “listen to student 
voices” and where creativity and critical thinking are valued (Rubin, 2014). It is 
these difficulties that this study has attempted to identify in the context of a particular 
Australian setting. 
Overview of the study 
To underpin this study, a conceptual framework (Figure 1.2) was created by drawing 
together a number of interrelated themes that will be detailed further in the literature 
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review (Chapter Two) and will inform the research questions adopted by the study. 
Three main themes, namely, expectations, experience and intercultural competency, 
helped to illuminate the experiences that international students have when living and 
studying in their host country and determined the three interrelated research 
questions (RQ1-RQ3) (see Research questions, this chapter). These three themes fit 
within the broader context of the globalisation in education. This section will present 
this framework (as shown in Figure 1.2) and introduce its component parts. 
 
Figure 1.2. Conceptual framework for the study 
Globalisation of education 
The study described in this thesis sits within the broader framework of the 
globalisation of education. Globalisation refers to the extension of trade and other 
activities beyond the borders of a country (Deresky & Christopher, 2012). It suggests 
that globalising countries perceive the world or regions of the world as part of the 
broader marketplace in which they wish to participate. This participation enhances 
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the consumption capacity of individuals in the participating nations (M. Peng, 2014). 
Globalisation is discussed in greater detail in Chapter Two. 
According to Deresky and Christopher (2012), the world is becoming more 
interdependent. This relates not only to the provision of goods but increasingly to 
services (Hill, et al., 2008). As people of the world interact in various ways, there is a 
need for competence in understanding issues such as social, cultural, political, 
economic and technological. Competency in these areas allows viable relationships 
to be formed (Deresky & Christopher, 2012). These understandings can help create 
robust trade relationships between countries (Synott, 2004). The trade in education as 
a global product provides greater opportunities for students to enhance their learning 
by engaging in varied contexts. This occurs as students are exposed to different 
economies, cultures, legal systems and social systems in the host countries where 
they live and study (Ballard & Clanchy, 1997). The net effect is to create 
increasingly diverse and mobile student communities within contemporary 
universities (Arambewela & Hall, 2011). 
In terms of the globalisation of education, students benefit in several ways 
from living and studying in foreign countries. Perhaps the primary advantage for 
students to study abroad is the chance to learn new cultures and adapt to new 
learning environments with real-life experiences (Abukhattala, 2013; Avirutha, Mai, 
Goodstone, & Reid, 2005). Students seek chances to increase their intercultural 
awareness and prepare themselves for diverse careers that may be enhanced due to 
the intercultural learning environment (Dalglish & Evans, 2008). Students believe 
that studying in particular foreign countries will prepare them for greater 
opportunities in careers and life in general (Montgomery, 2010). They anticipate that 
greater economic prosperity will accrue as a result of foreign-studied qualifications. 
There are benefits for students in terms of making new friends and associates. This 
enhances networking opportunities for students in the future as they enter professions 
and establish business interests (Dwyer & Peters, 2004).  
Recently, and as evidence of the presumed national and individual benefits of 
overseas study, the Australian Government has announced the New Colombo Plan 
which offers “Australian undergraduates new opportunities for prestigious 
scholarships and grants for study and internships/ mentorships in the Indo Pacific 
region” (Australian Government, 2014c, para. 1). The rhetoric surrounding this 
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scheme gives a clear insight into what governments see as the inherent value of 
encouraging its young people to study overseas. The Minister for Foreign Affairs, the 
Hon. Julie Bishop, in an address at the University of Sydney launching the New 
Colombo Plan (May 16, 2014) said that: 
We want the New Colombo Plan scholars to come back to Australia, not only 
to add to our productivity, and our prosperity, because you’ll come back with 
these new insights and ideas and enthusiasm for your studies and working in 
Asia and working with Asian clients here in Australia, but our country will 
benefit. Our country will benefit enormously from having young 
ambassadors, from Australia, who have an understanding, an insight into the 
region that only comes from living and studying and working there. 
(Minister for Foreign Affairs, 2014b, para. 15) 
In a later speech (August 26, 2014), the Minister added that: 
Australia’s New Colombo Plan … is all about building people-to-people links 
and networks and friendships and engagement that will last a lifetime, not 
only be a marvellous experience for the individual student, the young leaders 
of tomorrow who will spend time living and studying and importantly having 
a work experience overseas, but then they’ll come back to Australia with new 
perspectives, new ideas, new insights, new understandings, new language 
skills. … And that kind of connection is gold. 
(Minister for Foreign Affairs, 2014a, para. 9) 
It is clear that the government of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, through its 
ongoing scholarship programs and support of students studying abroad, shares these 
expectations of benefit for both the individual and the nation (MOHE, 2011a, 2011b, 
2011c).  
Expectations 
The first circle in the inner core of the framework in Figure 1.2 indicates the need to 
connect experiences of international students with their expectations. East (2001) 
provided a strong argument concerning the links between expectations and 
satisfaction upon consumption of goods or services. 
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International students will have personal goals and certain expectations 
relating to living in Australia, their new learning environments, acculturation and the 
investment in the future their time in Australia represents (see Chapter Four for 
detailed discussion of the student expectations made evident in this study).  
Expectations may be unrealistic or based on incomplete knowledge (East, 
2001) or “ad hoc criteria” (Mazzarol & Soutar, 2002). This may be attributed to 
preconceptions not based on the realities of life or study in foreign countries, such as 
the previously cited expectation regarding a temperate climate and peaceful social 
atmosphere (Montgomery, 2010). These expectations may be ill-founded due to lack 
of inquiry by students concerning the country and institution where the student will 
study or relying solely on reviews or recommendations by partially informed or 
biased referents. Students may have incomplete information upon which to draw any 
accurate conclusion concerning their expectations of study in the foreign country. It 
is of interest to note that, even following an experience as an international student, 
some only recall these superficial aspects. For example, Feinberg (2002) interviewed 
students who commented on climate and the food rather than aspects of their learning 
(see International students: Overview of benefits, Chapter Two). 
Jayanti (1998) indicated that if a consumer – here a student - has high 
expectations that are not met, the negative reaction is likely to be overriding. Yet, if 
consumers find the service or product utility outstrips their expectations they will 
more likely experience strong positive reactions (Oliver, 1997). This relationship, 
referred to as disconfirmation by East (2001) suggested that consumers will be the 
least satisfied by a low expectation and service that is worse than expected, whereas 
they will be most satisfied if high expectations are exceeded. 
Consumers tolerate and accept a certain range of service quality with their 
expectations guiding the limits of that range. Oliver (1997) explained how consumers 
judge their needs as being fulfilled if quality is in that range - referred to as passive 
expectation. In other words, consumers, students in this study, may perceive what the 
product (university education) will or must do. If this is so, students will not be 
prepared for any eventuality that performance outcome will be otherwise. If passive 
expectations of students are not met, the quality of the university education service 
may be removed from the zone of tolerance (Oliver, 1997). 
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The literature consistently argued that universities should deliver what is 
promised (see Armitage, 2008; Russell, 2005). For example, any general information 
and marketing materials need to be accurate as they contribute to the construction of 
expectation. It is natural for students to expect to receive or experience what has been 
promised. The expectations of the students who participated in this study were 
revealed through Research Question 1 (RQ1) (see Research Questions, this chapter). 
Experiences 
The second circle in the inner core of the framework in Figure 1.2 represents the 
experiences that international students have when they come to Australia to study in 
Higher Education programs. Experience as a key term in this study refers to the sum 
of the students’ responses to physical, mental, emotional and social stimuli as they 
interact within a culturally different contextual environment. These instances are 
explored through Research Question 2 (RQ2) (see Research Questions, this chapter).  
It will be shown in Chapter Two (International students: Overview of issues) 
that international students have varying experiences when studying overseas. The 
literature suggests many students have very positive and rewarding experiences such 
as making new friends, seeing new sights and gaining an education which is secular, 
social and multi-cultural (see, for example, Carlson & Widman, 1988; Layton, 
Robinson, & Tucker, 2012; Novera, 2008; Shepherd & Rane, 2012). Chapter Two 
will also discuss the challenges faced by international students in adjusting to the 
new setting (see, for example, Armitage, 2008; Sawir, Marginson, Deumert, Nyland, 
& Ramia, 2008). A prime challenge appears to be a difficulty with the language in 
the host country, particularly English (Abukhattala, 2013). Further to this, students 
may feel alienated, lonely, and homesick and may also be subjected to racial taunts 
and bullying (see, for example, AHRC, 2010; Cal, 2012; Larsen, Payne, & Tomlson, 
2011; Tran, 2011). They experience culture shock (Hofstede, 1997; Oberg, 
1954/1960; Zhou, et al., 2008) and may find difficulty in making adjustments. The 
students encounter different teaching and learning styles in their host country and 
frequently do not understand expectations that are held of them by university 
administrators and academics (see, for example, Abukhattala, 2013; Gertzog, 2011; 
Nayak & Venkatraman, 2010; Wong, 2004). Many international students struggle 
with the notion of critical thinking and western styles of academic writing with their 
rigorous conventions (see, for example, Burns, 1991; Hellmundt & Fox, 2003; 
 16 
Ramsden, 2003). These challenges are significant as they are the basis of 
disconfirmation of students’ initial expectations of overseas study. Interestingly, but 
outside of the scope of this study is the disappointment (with home customs and 
practices) that some international students experience on their return home 
(Bashraheel. 2013; Carlson & Widman, 1988). 
Intercultural Competency 
The third circle in the inner core of the framework in Figure 1.2 is concerned with 
the notion of intercultural competency which is required by participants in 
intercultural communications and interactions when they participate in any 
intercultural environment (Lustig & Koester, 1993). Cultural competency refers to 
ability to manage effective interactions with people of different cultures and socio-
economic backgrounds (Chamberlain, 2005; Martin & Vaughn, 2007).  
It is accepted that the competency of international students to enculturate 
(understand one’s own culture) and acculturate (understand another’s culture) will 
affect their experience in positive or negative ways (Deresky & Christopher, 2012). 
This will depend, in turn, upon the degree of intercultural competence the student is 
able to develop in a relatively short period of time. This study examined what this 
might mean in terms of their perception of their experiences. The intercultural 
competency of the students who participated in this study was revealed through 
Research Question 3 (RQ3) (see Research Questions, this chapter). 
Research questions 
There are three interrelated research questions underpinning this study which have a 
direct connection to the conceptual framework presented as Figure 1.2. 
1. What expectations did Saudi Arabian international students have before 
coming to Australia, concerning the experiences they were likely to have in 
Australia? 
2. What were the perceptions that international students from Saudi Arabia had 
concerning their experiences as students in their first year of a business 
course in an Australian higher education institution? 
3. How did Saudi Arabian international students’ intercultural competencies 
impact upon their experiences as international students in Australia?  
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The first research question (RQ1) is concerned, as noted, with expectations 
generated prior to leaving home to come to Australia as international students. The 
purpose of this question is embedded in the writings of East (2001) who argued that 
one’s attitude captures the totality of one’s expectation level and this becomes a 
baseline for all future evaluations of experience of a similar type. The investigation 
of expectation in this study included relevant experiences leading up to and 
contributing to the final decision to study as an international student in Australia.  
The second question (RQ2) is concerned with the key events and 
circumstances that shaped participants’ experiences while studying a business course 
in an Australian higher education institution. The question also addresses “why did 
this happen or what caused this to happen.” This question allowed the researcher to 
connect experience with its perceived causes and to benchmark it against students’ 
expectations. As the participants in the study belong to a culture that is considerably 
different from the host culture, it was therefore expected that cultural differences 
would be a significant factor. 
The third question (RQ3) explores students’ intercultural competencies and 
to what extent these competencies impact upon their experiences as international 
students in Australia. Intercultural competency, according to Lustig and Koester 
(1993), suggests a capacity to understand one’s own culture as well as another’s 
culture and adapt one’s interactions with members of other cultures by using 
knowledge, motivation and skills to deal effectively with differences between 
cultures.  
The research questions sought to elicit rich commentary from selected 
international students from Saudi Arabia concerning their experiences of studying 
and living in a foreign country. The aim was to understand what happens to them as 
both students and visitors to a foreign country. It is argued that events that occur 
outside of the university campus may be just as relevant as those inside. Students 
cannot speak favourably about their study experience if they are subjected to a 
continuous barrage of bullying and discrimination throughout their three years of 
study in a particular country (Hellsten, 2010). Similarly, their chances to excel in 
their studies are constrained by difficulties in adjusting to alien learning 
environments and different yet assumed requirements. Salient aspects of the 
experience, as perceived by the participants in the study, were examined.  
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Research methodology 
This study adopted a qualitative approach. This decision was made because 
qualitative research seeks for better understanding of human behaviour and 
experience (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). Qualitative research (to be discussed in more 
detail in Chapter Three) helps explain people’s lives and their interactions with 
others in society. Its development may have been the result of blending of disciplines 
and the prevalence of many theories, such as constructivism and critical theory 
(Chase, 2005). In various fields such as education, researchers conduct qualitative 
inquiry into phenomena within their disciplines guided by certain theoretical 
perspectives. A subsequent decision was made to make use of case study 
methodology because it allows the investigation of phenomena which are inseparable 
from the context in which they exist (Yin, 2003).  
In this study, the expectations and experiences of the participants are 
intertwined with their roles as first-year international students at Metro University. 
The specificity of this “case” and its boundedness within a particular group within a 
particular setting guides the type of case study to be selected. Both Yin (2003) and 
Stake (1995) offered descriptions of case study types. Of particular interest to this 
study are: (a) Yin’s (2003, 2009) explanatory case study which is used to explore 
those situations in which the intervention being evaluated has no clear, single set of 
outcomes and is characterised by a lack of detailed existing research (Glesne, 1999); 
and, (b) Stake’s (1995) intrinsic case study which is undertaken to gain a deeper 
understanding of a specific case. Grandy (2010) explained that: “the intrinsic case is 
often exploratory in nature, and the researcher is guided by his or her interest in the 
case itself rather than in extending theory or generalizing across cases” (para. 1). 
While the study is clearly “intrinsic” because of the researcher’s specific interest in 
the case as a lecturer at Metro University (see Role of the researcher, this chapter), it 
is also informed by exploratory case study methods because of its application to a 
research problem without a clear outcome and in an area with limited extant research 
(see Significance of the study, this chapter).  
Adopting an intrinsic case study method which is exploratory in nature 
(Grandy, 2010) has allowed the researcher a high degree of flexibility and 
independence with regard to research design as well as to the data collection. This 
has also enabled “the researcher to answer “how” and “why” type questions, while 
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taking into consideration how … [the] phenomenon is influenced by the context 
within which it is situated” (Baxter & Jack, 2008, p. 556). 
The participants for the study – forming a single case - were a representative 
sample drawn from a cohort of Saudi Arabian students enrolled in their first year of a 
business course at the regional campus of an Australian University, Metro 
University. All participants were international students, had English as a second 
language and had limited experience of travel outside of Saudi Arabia. 
The main data sources for the study were recorded semi-structured interviews 
with students (n=14, 12 male, 2 female) and a further interview with students (n=2, 1 
male, 1 female) selected through purposeful sampling (Patton, 1990) at the 
completion of the study. The researcher’s field notes complemented the data 
collection. Data analysis was based on thematic coding.  
Role of the researcher 
An important aspect of the current study is the concept of practitioner research which 
means the researcher is located as a practitioner within the study (McWilliam, 2004). 
In this study, I teach and work in a Faculty of Business located in a small campus of 
a large regional university, namely, Metro University. This is where the study 
described in this thesis will be located and where the participants of this study are 
enrolled. It is important to note, that, although they were known to me, none of the 
participants were in my classes during the period of, or after, the study was 
conducted. 
Over several years, I have observed and taught international students from 
many different countries around the world, including Saudi Arabia. I became aware 
of the particular challenges Saudi Arabian students appeared to face such as 
difficulties with English as a second language and culture clashes as they mixed with 
Australian people generally and on the university campus. 
The importance of educators being more attuned to assisting these students 
became more obvious to me. I believed further study was warranted to explore 
international students’ experiences of living and studying in Australia. The initial 
benefit anticipated is a deeper insight for me (and my colleagues) as ongoing 
practitioners in a university that has large numbers of international students. 
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I commenced work as a lecturer at a private business school (delivering 
university level courses) in Australia in 2000. The school enrolled predominantly 
international students. I observed international students at the school struggling to 
overcome enormous challenges such as studying in a foreign language. I noted a high 
degree of acceptable social behaviours displayed by the students in the classroom. 
Students listened to the lecturer and made some attempt to understand the material. 
This was favourable for the lecturer in terms of behaviour management but, as a 
researcher, I was uncertain whether such passive behaviour benefited the students. 
This behaviour, at times, appeared to lecturers as unwillingness on the students’ part 
to participate actively in class.  
In summary, this study was prompted by my personal experiences and my 
interest in practitioner research. It was anticipated that by exploring the personal and 
study-related experiences of a number of international students, greater insights may 
be gained. The choice to study Saudi Arabian students in the current study was made 
due to a personal interest I developed through regular association with Saudi 
students. I enjoyed associating with these students and became interested in their 
challenges as expressed in general conversation. The country of Saudi Arabia is 
different from Australia in many ways, particularly in a cultural sense, and I wanted 
to examine those differences with respect to perceptions of Saudi students’ 
experiences in Australia. My findings, from a personal perspective, are reported in a 
Postscript (see Chapter Seven). 
Significance of the study 
This study is significant for six main reasons. First, Australia has a significant 
percentage of the world’s “international students” (AHRC, 2010; Montgomery, 
2010; Shepherd, 2010) which immediately makes any empirical research into their 
experiences of value, particularly when their outcomes are directed to an improved 
outcome for the students and the institutions. 
Second, and with specific reference to the participants in this study, is the 
dearth of research into the experiences of Saudi students in Australia (Shepherd, 
2010; Shepherd & Rane, 2012) who represent a relatively new but growing cohort of 
the international students (see Figure 1.1). Despite the continuing increase in the 
number of Saudi students at Australian universities (see Table 1.1) through the award 
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of government scholarships, there is a “paucity of literature that addresses the 
experience of this particular group” (Alhazmi & Nyland, 2011, p. 1). As previously 
noted, Shepherd (2010) argued that the increase in the intake of Arabic students 
makes it imperative “to ascertain how best to cater for Arabic students’ needs” (para. 
20). Further, it is important to “develop a portrait of Arab students that contrasts with 
sensationalist media reporting in Australia” (Shepherd & Rane, 2012). This absence 
of informed research raises the concern that Australian universities may lack the 
expertise, knowledge and resources to compete sustainably in the global education 
market (Hill, et al., 2008). Studies of Saudi students in Australia have been thus far 
concerned with secondary school settings (see Mansouri & Kamp, 2007; Mansouri & 
Trembath, 2005). 
Third, the students in this study can be categorised as both international and 
first-year students. While the extant research on first-year students is a growing 
domain, it tends to focus on domestic students who present as school leavers (see, for 
example, Barker, 2000; Shulruf, Hattie, & Tumen, 2008; Wright, 2010). While there 
are some similarities with the cohort in this study, the salient differences imposed by 
cultural and language differences are predominant. In regard to the research on 
international students, there seems to be a limited number of studies concerned with 
the perceptions of the whole-person experience of international students studying in a 
foreign host country in a language that is not their mother tongue. In particular and 
pertinent to this study is that, to date, there are very few studies that have explored 
the perceptions of Arab students’ experience of studying internationally (see, for 
example, Abukhattala, 2013). Further, the bulk of studies appear to have been 
conducted in the U.S (see, for example, Bousquet, 2012; Church, 1982). 
Fourth, studies and guides to the development of intercultural competence 
seem to focus on domestic students. For example, Freeman (2009), in a project for 
the Australian Learning and Teaching Council, focused on embedding the 
development of intercultural competence in business education. While this has some 
parallels with the study described in this thesis, its target population were domestic 
students preparing to engage with a globalised workplace. 
Fifth, the study is significant because it uses a qualitative case research 
methodology to understand the perceptions of students. The majority of studies 
conducted on international students’ perceptions of study abroad tended to be 
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quantitative in nature (see, for example, Bousquet, 2012; Ippolito, 2007; Mazzorol & 
Soutar, 2002; Owens & Loomes, 2010). For this reason, a study that is qualitative 
should provide deeper insights into the experience of being an international student. 
The study may prove useful to university administrators, educators and students 
themselves. The specificity of this focus has led to the selection of an intrinsic case 
study method (Stake, 1995) for this study. Arkoudis and Ly (2007, cited in Shepherd, 
2010) argued that:  
… international students undergo complex adaptations in order to achieve 
academically in a foreign context, and that the solutions lies in the bridging of 
the gap between teacher and learner academic expectations. In order for 
future research to engage effectively with international students, the social 
and cultural contexts of learners must be taken into account, while for the 
Arabic student cohort, neither of these factors has been adequately 
researched. (para. 5) 
Finally, the study described in this thesis is of significance to the researcher 
as a dedicated practitioner and teacher of international students (see Role of the 
researcher, this chapter). There are direct benefits not only for the practitioner-
researcher but also the university in which the study is located and it is anticipated 
that the findings may contribute to improved policies and practices concerning 
international students in the host and other Australian universities. To this end, 
specific guidance is provided for educators in the final chapter of the thesis (see 
Lessons for educators, Chapter Seven). 
Overview of the thesis 
This chapter began by providing an outline of the current study with an argument for 
the pursuit of the study that has explored experiences of international students’ 
perceptions of their experiences during the first year of their business degree in 
Australia. The reasons for the study were enunciated and the significance of the 
study was highlighted. This chapter has also introduced the methodology of the study 
and explained its underlying structure, using three overlapping circles (Figure 1.2), 
which guided the study.  
In Chapter Two, literature is reviewed concerning international students and 
the main themes of the study in six interdependent sections. The review presents a 
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synthesis of the issues encountered by international students across the globe as well 
as further exploring the notions of the globalisation of education introduced in 
Chapter One. 
Chapter Three provides an overview of qualitative research with an argument 
of its value to the aims of the current study. The notion of an intrinsic case study is 
explained and justified. The methods undertaken in the study are outlined, in terms of 
the research site, participants and data collection procedures. Data analysis and 
ethical issues are discussed. The chapter concludes with a brief statement concerning 
the limitations of the study.  
Chapters Four, Five and Six report the findings of the study based upon data 
gained from the interview process. The first of these chapters, Chapter Four, is 
focused on the findings relating to the impact of previously held expectations on 
students’ experiences. Chapter Five reports findings connected with students’ 
experiences of living and studying in Australia as international students. Chapter Six 
discloses findings concerning intercultural competencies and how they affect and are 
affected by the experiences of international students in Australia.  
Chapter Seven is the final chapter in this study. It revisits the research 
questions and the three interrelated themes which were first presented in the 
conceptual framework in Figure 1.2. This chapter also presents “lessons” for 
educators based on the findings of the study. The thesis concludes with a personal 
postscript in which the researcher reflects on what the journey undertaken through 
this study has meant and how it has influenced his practice. 
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Chapter Two:  Literature Review 
This literature review will present the salient aspects of interest to this study in six 
interdependent sections. It begins with a detailed discussion of the globalisation of 
education, a topic introduced in Chapter One and shown as the basis for the 
conceptual framework for the study (see Figure 1.2). Within the discussion of the 
globalisation of education, the contentious notion of the “student as customer” is 
examined. 
The second section of this chapter is concerned with the Australian context 
through a brief outline of the first year experience in Australian university students, 
with particular emphasis on international students.  It then, picking up on the 
discussion from Chapter One, describes international students in Australia in terms 
of their presence and contribution to the Australian higher education sector. The 
discussion then moves to address how orientation, student services and mentoring 
programs are made available to international students. The section ends by 
presenting brief cases of international students in Australia from China, India and 
Vietnam. This section is a clear indicator of the interdependence between the 
concepts of “first-year” and “international” student experiences which are integral to 
this study. 
The third section is concerned with an overview of the particular issues 
confronting international students. This aligns with and encompasses the notion of 
experience which is integral to this study through its being a component in the 
conceptual framework (see Figure 1.2) and in being the goal of Research Question 2 
(see Research Questions, Chapter One). This section concludes with a tabular 
summary of the issues/experiences introduced and discussed in this chapter (Figure 
2.1).  
The fourth section presents an overview of the benefits of being an 
international student, that is, of studying overseas and gaining an overseas 
qualification. This section includes a discussion of how benefits accrue to others such 
as families and communities. The fifth section is concerned with cultural and 
intercultural competency, cultural shock and related notions of cultural 
understandings. These are interrelated concepts and are critical to this study as a 
 26 
component in the conceptual framework (see Figure 1.2) and in being the goal of 
Research Question 3 (see Research Questions, Chapter One). These adjustment 
issues can often be related to lack of intercultural competency (ACIIE, 1996; 
Hofstede, 1997; Lustig & Koester, 1993). The final, that is, the sixth section of this 
chapter is concerned with implications for educators as identified through the 
literature.  
Globalisation of education 
The globalisation of education was introduced and briefly defined in Chapter One. It 
was shown, through the conceptual framework shown in Figure 1.2, to provide the 
overarching context to the study described in this thesis. The notion of education as 
an internationally- traded commodity is not new. For many decades, students from 
many countries of the world have been leaving their homes and spending many years 
studying in foreign lands (Armitage, 2008). This, as previously noted, is also true of 
the Saudi Arabian students who are the focus of this study but who, by comparison, 
are more recent entrants into this role (see Students from Saudi Arabia, Chapter 
One).  
While it is possible for students to remain at home and receive a quality 
education provided by foreign institutions through the Internet and other distance 
education technologies, it is apparent that some students prefer to study on-shore in 
the foreign land for a multitude of reasons (Engberg & Green, 2002). Some of these 
reasons include face-to-face access to lecturing and support staff and learning and 
enjoying a new culture and environment. It seems that what students are interested in 
is an experience that they would not have if they stayed at home (Shaw & Ivens, 
2005). This includes making new friends, trying new foods, exploring different 
landscapes, and in many cases learning or improving skills in a second language (see 
International students: Overview of benefits, this chapter). These international 
students are focused on earning qualifications in some academic discipline that may 
be beneficial to them in future. Governments similarly see benefits for their countries 
in terms of expertise, intercultural understandings, and increased competence in 
foreign languages (see, for example, Minister for Foreign Affairs, 2014a, 2014b; 
MOHE, 2011b). 
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According to the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organisation (UNESCO) at their 2009 World Conference, there were more than 2.5 
million students studying outside their own country (UNESCO, 2009). Between 
2000 and 2007, numbers of international students across the world had more than 
doubled (UNESCO, 2009). During this time frame, the highest increases of 
international students occurred in New Zealand, Korea, Netherlands, Greece, Spain, 
Italy and Ireland. Other countries with relatively high numbers of international 
students were South Africa with 61,000 students of which 71 per cent are from Sub-
Saharan countries and the Russian Federation with 60,000 students of whom 41 per 
cent are from Central Asia (UNESCO, 2009). UNESCO predicted that there may be 
as many as 7 million international students in higher education by the year 2020 
(UNESCO, 2009). 
In recent years, some Asian and Middle Eastern countries have begun to 
attract more international students. These regions have entered the market with 
declared ambitions to become regional education centres by attracting as many as 
several hundred thousand international students to their countries (OECD, 2011).  
It appears, however, that students from Asian and Indian regions are drawn to 
more wealthy western countries such as USA and UK in the northern hemisphere and 
Australia in the south (Armitage, 2008). This is particularly so with respect to USA. 
The realities are that other factors such as financial constraints may dictate a 
destination that is not students’ first choice (Macdonald, 1974). The main 
destinations preferred by international students are: United States (USA), United 
Kingdom (UK), Germany, France and Australia (UNESCO, 2009). The following 
provides details of international students in: (a) USA and UK; (b) Germany and 
France; and (c) Malaysia, Singapore, and China. 
United States of America and United Kingdom  
USA and UK are the countries that have the highest number of international students 
studying in post-secondary programs. USA is the undisputed leader with 
approximately 671,616 foreign enrolments in 2008-9, followed by the UK, with 
330,000 registered overseas students. Approximately one half of these students took 
ESL (English as a Second Language) or its equivalent as a subject or course prior to 
or simultaneously with their academic studies (OECD, 2011). 
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International student mobility in the first decade of the 21st century has been 
transformed by two major external events: (i) the terrorist destruction of the World 
Trade Centre (the “Twin Towers”) in New York on September 11, 2001; and (ii) the 
recession, known as the Global Financial Crisis (GFC) of 2008 (OECD, 2011). The 
events of 9/11 led the US to tighten visa requirements for students. In the interim, the 
UK took full economic advantage of this opportunity and was successful in 
absorbing most of the growth in international students. The growth story for the UK 
would have continued but the recession of 2008 brought to the surface two aspects of 
international student enrolment in the UK. This included the unmanageably high 
proportion of international students when compared with domestic students and 
issues of quality raised by the use of what can only be described as aggressive 
recruitment practices (OECD, 2011). In 2009, international students represented 
approximately 15 per cent of higher education enrolment in UK, compared to less 
than 4 per cent in USA, according to OECD (2011). This low figure for the USA 
reflects also the relatively high costs of education in USA at the time and an 
extremely subdued marketing campaign by American higher education providers.  
The USA still enjoys the highest appeal rating for international students due 
to its perceived supremacy overall in living conditions, status and quality of higher 
education programs (Van Hook, 2011).  There are claims, however, that American 
institutions are ethnocentric thus making it difficult for them to consider needs of 
foreign students (Van Hook, 2011). International students in these environments are 
expected to conform to western education. They may experience difficulty when 
exposed to diverse learning styles with which they may be unfamiliar (Engberg & 
Green, 2002; Stier, 2003). For example, Abukhattala (2013), in a study of Arab 
students in two Canadian universities, noted that “memorization and rote learning are 
widely used in their home country’s educational system” (p. 33). While caution 
should be exercised in stereotyping the differences between Arabic, Eastern and 
Western education systems, it is accepted that such differences do exist (see, Hassan 
& Jamaludin, 2010; Kandil, 1995; Rubin, 2014; Smith & Hu, 2013). These 
differences, of which the emphasis on rote learning noted by Abukhattala (2013) is 
indicative of a more didactic style of teaching and learning in Arab cultures than in 
the West, are of particular interest in this study and are examined in greater detail 
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later in this chapter (see International students: Overview of issues, this chapter; 
Students from Saudi Arabia, Chapter One). 
Further, and despite the claim of ethnocentrism, it has been conjectured that 
USA would be the destination for more international students if they could satisfy the 
economic and academic entry requirements (UNESCO, 2009). The number of US 
visas issued to Chinese students to study at US universities increased by 30 per cent 
from 98,000 in 2009 to almost 128,000 in October 2010, placing China as the top 
country of origin for international students in the USA (2014 Open Doors Report) 
(Institute of International Education, 2014). It is of interest that the largest cohort of 
international students in Australia is also from China (see International students in 
Australian higher education, Chapter One).  
Overall, the total number of international students with a US visa to study at 
higher education institutions increased by 3 per cent to a record high of nearly 
691,000 in the 2009/2010 academic year. The 30 per cent increase in Chinese student 
enrolments was the main contributor to 2009’s growth, and Chinese students account 
for more than 18 per cent of the total international students in the US (UNESCO, 
2009). 
The highest proportion of countries represented in the UK higher education 
international student market comes from North America and Western Europe (36 per 
cent). UK has a long and distinguished reputation for quality higher education. 
Factors that reportedly lack appeal include the cold, wet climate and relatively high 
cost of living and fees (OECD, 2011).  
Germany and France 
Germany and France are best understood as second-tier higher education destinations 
(Montgomery, 2010). These countries enjoy relatively high standards of living and 
economic prosperity. They are situated in the hub of Western Europe and have a 
great deal to offer international students in terms of culture and attractive landscapes. 
Twenty-nine per cent of foreign students attending French colleges are from Arab 
States, a cohort which makes up the highest proportion of foreign students coming 
into France. Most international students attending German schools are from Central 
and Eastern Europe (OECD, 2011).  
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Malaysia, Singapore and China 
Malaysia, Singapore and China are emerging destinations for international students. 
These three countries reportedly have a combined share of approximately 12 per cent 
of the global student market with an estimated 250,000 - 300,000 students having 
decided to pursue higher education studies in these countries in 2005 and 2006 
(OECD, 2011). 
Students as customers 
The contentious issue of students-as-customers was introduced in Chapter One 
(International students in Australian higher education). Habu (2000, cited in Coates, 
2004) argued that “one of the ironies of globalisation … is that the mutual 
educational advantages of cross cultural contact are undermined by a reductive, 
narrowly economic view of foreign students as a source of revenue” (p. 8). 
In today’s global neoliberal environment, the role of higher education is seen 
by governments to have escalating importance (Olssen & Peters, 2005). Universities 
are key drivers in the knowledge economy. In the economic sense, neoliberalism is 
diametrically linked to globalisation as it relates to this sense of global free trade. 
The central ideas of neoliberalism embody the notions of individuals as self-
interested entities who know what is best for them and are motivated to pursue those 
interests. Free markets represent the most efficient method of resource allocation 
(Carnoy, 2000). Olssen and Peters (2005) suggested that governments in the West 
will continue to examine their role in the provision of higher education and move 
more towards the privatisation of the industry where competition between providers 
pressure universities to create even greater value for money. Students will have more 
choice and buyer power as supply and demand for university places begin to 
equalise. In this neoliberal world, student needs will become more predominant in 
the policies and strategies of universities (Carnoy, 2000). These developments 
towards a more open global economy with education services feeding more freely 
into the well of global knowledge, gives impetus to the student-as-customer debate.  
Similarly, Ippolito (2007) argued that universities often mask the lack of integration 
amongst students from different cultures by highlighting success in achieving 
economic and political targets. This masking may restrict desires of institutions to 
seek greater levels of integration of international students into student communities 
and interact successfully with many institutional and other stakeholders. 
 31 
Brennan and Bennington (1999) suggested that students should not be viewed 
as customers in a strict marketing sense. Universities can deny students access, fail 
them, apply sanctions and expel them. This may not be viewed as appropriate 
behaviour for any normal service provider with respect to their customer (Brennan & 
Bennington, 1999; Briguglio & Smith, 2012). Furthermore, given that higher 
education providers operate in a less-than-free market place, it is fair to say that the 
student-as-customer concept does have some limitations (Montgomery, 2010). This 
may change in the near future as neoliberal rationalisation takes greater hold in 
western economies, such as Australia (Olssen & Peters, 2005). 
Eagle and Brennan (2007) argued that students should pay (and increasingly 
are paying) the full costs of their university education. This makes the student the 
customer in the higher education process (Brennan & Bennington, 1999). From this 
stance, education is seen and treated as an industry not unlike many others with its 
primary purpose being to satisfy its customers and relevant stakeholders (Schmitt, 
2003). Students frequently seek the easiest way to obtain qualifications and so expect 
pre-packaged learning presented by “happy, smiling service delivery staff” (Shaw & 
Ivens, 2005). It has been contended that if the service delivery staff fail to smile 
sufficiently, entertain them constantly, or insist that learning demands time, 
concentration and effort, or give objective grades based on assessed performance, the 
student-customer may exercise their legitimate right as a consumer and complain (or 
at least give low scores on teaching evaluation surveys) (East, 2001). 
Accordingly, educators have come under increasing pressure to reduce 
academic standards, to provide teaching materials in fast-food style chunks, and to 
give inflated grades for average or below-average work (East, 2001). Students have 
seemingly relinquished responsibility for their learning to their lecturers and tutors, 
and believe that failure to achieve desired assessment outcomes should be blamed on 
educators rather than students (Russell, 2005). 
There are clearly important public good aspects to higher education, both 
those associated with the contribution of graduates to the wider community, and the 
reality that in economies which depend on learning and information for competitive 
advantage it is necessary to have a highly educated workforce (Eagle & Brennan, 
2007). While students are paying an increasing proportion of the costs of higher 
education in most countries, higher education is still largely funded by governments 
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out of general taxation. It should be remembered that students are not the sole 
consumers in the higher education system; therefore, the argument is that higher 
education institutions must not seek to serve only the interests of students to the 
exclusion of other stakeholder groups (Eagle & Brennan, 2007).  
In particular, the popular notion that universities should be primarily in the 
business of preparing students for business careers has arguably little moral 
authority, since businesses contribute to higher education only insofar as they 
contribute to general taxation (Eagle & Brennan, 2007). To suppose that the whole 
educational delivery component of the higher education system should be organised 
for the sole purpose of making the student-customer completely satisfied, is unviable 
(Armitage, 2008).  
In any event, there is little evidence that students are sufficiently short-
sighted or superficial as to prefer a university education that is built around easily-
won qualifications and a cheerful approach to customer service (Ballard & Clanchy, 
1997). Despite the contrary assertions by East (2001) and Russell (2005), there is 
evidence to suggest that students can have a reasonably discerning approach to 
higher education, believe that hard work is necessary to achieve worthwhile results, 
and do not penalise (through poor student evaluation reports) educators who insist on 
hard work and objective assessment of performance (Armitage, 2008; Pariseau & 
McDaniel, 1997; C. Peng, 2008). 
The student-as-customer concept is neither wholly flawed, nor is it a panacea 
for the higher education system. The notion probably lies somewhere in between the 
two maxims (Eagle & Brennan, 2007). If the student-as-customer concept is used, it 
should be clarified in terms of exactly what type of customer is envisaged; the 
professional customer or client is more appropriate than the notion of a customer 
buying a simple consumer product such as a refrigerator (Eagle & Brennan, 2007). 
For example, consulting a doctor who then recommends both dietary and lifestyle 
changes in order to improve health will not of itself achieve this goal without 
sustained effort on behalf of that patient (Eagle & Brennan, 2007). The practical 
implication of this is that students may need to be educated to understand what the 
role of a discerning customer is within a complex educational process that relies on 
the efforts of the “customer,” where the customer has no guarantee of success (the 
outcome is uncertain), and which lasts a considerable length of time (Eagle & 
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Brennan, 2007). Greater clarity of the relationship between the organisation 
(university institution) and student may assist in the resolution of many student 
complaints, appeals and perceived grievances (Eagle & Brennan, 2007). This is in 
line with Olssen and Peters’ (2005) study concerning the developmental needs of 
universities to support neoliberalism and the notion of free market conditions in the 
global education economy.  
It is argued that the student-as-customer concept is largely valueless in higher 
education if we have in mind a simplistic notion of the customer as exemplified in a 
basic, low-involvement purchase of a consumer good (Eagle & Brennan, 2007). 
However, marketing theory and practice have much more complex conceptions of 
the customer, particularly where the exchange process is lengthy and requires 
extensive involvement, concerns an intangible service with uncertain outcomes, and 
involves the customer in the production process (Marginson, 1997). The concept of 
customer participation emanates from the services marketing literature, in which 
understanding of the roles of all parties is deemed essential in order for participation 
to be effective (Eagle & Brennan, 2007). Schmitt (2003) argued that customers are 
able to co-create their experience but may require help to understand what they as 
students can do in relation to what the provider can or should do.  
The focus must move to ensure that the implicit and explicit needs of students 
and other stakeholders are met. Herrington and Herrington (2006) advocated that the 
expectations of customers should be brought into line with those of university service 
providers. This is a delicate balance that is difficult to establish and maintain 
(Herrington & Herrington, 2006). Doing so would require students to understand the 
focus on meeting the long-term needs of all stakeholders rather than short term wants 
of students alone (Eagle & Brennan, 2007). There are, of course, substantial 
differences between these wants and needs. Additionally, the rights and 
responsibilities of both the student and the institution in all parts of the education 
process, need to be clearly stated.  
Ballard and Clanchy (1997) argued it would be in the universities’ interests to 
alter their “product” to suit the market in order to be successful. In a paper presented 
to the 1999 Australian International Education Conference based on a doctoral study 
(Chen, 1999), it was claimed that full-fee paying international students generally 
expect to be treated like customers and to receive high quality service. The study 
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included 350 international students at an Australian university who responded to 
surveys. The students expressed a desire to be better supported in all aspects of their 
life as students. This includes having more say about subject selections, better 
facilities and support services. These findings support one of the major tenets of 
neoliberalism that individuals are self-interested and know what they want and how 
they want to be treated in the marketplace (Olssen & Peters, 2005).  
Chen (1999) argued that education has for some time been treated as an 
industry but students are yet, in many cases, to be treated as customers. His examples 
of student comments reveal a degree of dissatisfaction with the “commercial 
greediness” of some institutional strategies. Much of the literature reveals how 
international students regard the course, their lecturers or the institution in general. 
Many studies are quantitative in nature and express the experience of international 
students in numbers. Few research papers explore the perceptions of student 
experience from the viewpoint of the student. This means that a rich understanding 
of the experience of these students is not readily available in the literature. The 
current study assists in filling that gap (see Significance of the study, Chapter One). 
Given the ever-increasing numbers of international students in Australia and 
elsewhere, it is contended that a key to successful integration requires firstly that 
deficit paradigms be rejected concerning how students assimilate; and, secondly that 
institutions come to understand the extent of the interconnectedness of home and 
international students’ multiple identities, positions and needs (Teekens, 2003).  
Australian context 
The main aim of this section is to review Australia’s role in the globalisation of 
education and is presented here to describe the context in which the study is located. 
The section commences with a brief overview of higher education in Australia 
followed by a brief discussion of the first year experience of students in Australian 
universities. It will then present a more detailed discussion of international students 
in Australia including details of orientation, student services and mentoring. 
There are 172 providers of higher education in Australia (TEQSA, 2015). Of 
these, 40 are self-accrediting universities. All are subject to national legislation, 
particularly the ESOS (Education Services for Overseas Students) Act 2000 which 
governs which higher education institutions can offer courses to international 
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students (Appendix A). Those institutions that have been registered are listed on the 
CRICOS (Commonwealth Register of Institutions and Courses for Overseas 
Students). 
It has long been held that “Higher Education is integral to achieving the 
Government’s vision of a stronger and fairer nation. It fuels economic development, 
productivity and high skilled jobs and supports Australia’s role as a middle power 
and leader in the region” (Commonwealth of Australia, 2009, p. 5). In 2009, the 
Australian Government initiated a landmark reform agenda for higher education and 
research to transform the scale, accessibility and quality of the nation’s universities 
and open doors to higher education to current and future generations of Australians.  
A report commissioned by the Australian Government recommending 
changes in Australian Higher Education was released in 2008. It became known as 
the Bradley Report (Bradley, et al., 2008). Prior to its release, Australian higher 
education policy makers adopted a strategy of centralised planning. It was felt that 
the sector had become alienated from the needs of its primary stakeholders and 
funding was becoming inadequate for a growing sector. In response to the findings 
and recommendations of the Bradley Report (Bradley, et al., 2008), the Australian 
Government committed to unprecedented investment in Australian universities to 
drive comprehensive reform across the post-compulsory education and training 
sector. This included the injection of additional funding to address identified 
weaknesses in the higher education system while creating plans for a sustainable 
future. The Bradley Report affirmed that Australia needed an outstanding, 
internationally competitive higher education system which allows for increased 
participation and higher achievement levels (Bradley, et al., 2008). 
In previous years, Australian universities were funded by a system that 
limited the number of places for which public funding was provided. This model 
placed restrictions on the courses that universities could offer and the number of 
students they could admit. This model created a convoluted incentive scheme that 
can encourage under-enrolments. Although, the over-enrolment cap has been relaxed 
in recent years to fund universities up to five per cent above their target enrolment 
allocation, the Bradley Report (Bradley, et al., 2008) provided a compelling case for 
the sector to grow in response to demand from students and the community needs for 
more graduates. From 2012, Australian public universities were funded for student 
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places on the basis of student demand through a system intended to foster 
competition amongst universities for potential students. Performance indicators were 
established which incorporated more subjective standards such as student experience, 
teaching quality and student satisfaction. 
The sector now embraces a more diverse range of students who will need 
support from a comprehensive range of social, health and cultural student services. In 
2010, the Australian Government announced a range of important measures to 
improve essential student support services and amenities across the higher education 
sector. Universities that received funding for student places after 2010 needed to 
meet new requirements for student representation, advocacy and provision of 
information on access to essential services. 
As recommended by the Bradley Report (Bradley, et al., 2008), the reform 
agenda requires an increased focus on quality. This underpins the vision for Australia 
to be among the most highly educated and skilled nations in the world. In periods of 
growth, when higher education institutions are attracting students who had not 
traditionally considered going to university and student pathways are linked to 
funding, institutions will be required to demonstrate that their graduates have the 
capabilities required for successful engagement in today’s complex world. Quality 
assurance arrangements will ensure domestic and international students have better 
information about how Australian higher education institutions are performing.  
Building on Australia’s reputation in tertiary education, the implementation 
of recommendations in the Bradley Report (Bradley, et al., 2008) ushered in a new 
era of quality, with the establishment of a national body for regulation and quality 
assurance. The Tertiary Education Quality and Standards Agency (TEQSA) aims to 
enhance the overall quality of the Australian higher education system. It accredits 
providers, evaluates the performance of institutions, encourages best practice, 
simplifies current regulatory arrangements and provides greater national consistency. 
TEQSA monitors performance in areas such as student selection, retention standards, 
and graduate employment. It evaluates the performance of universities and other 
higher education providers every five years. If problems are identified, TEQSA 
recommends sanctions up to and including withdrawing the right to use the title of 
“University.” 
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First year experience in Australian universities 
The international students in this study are also first-year students in that, while not 
“first year” in terms of engagement with higher education, they are enrolled in their 
first year of their degree programs in Australia. This means that they may share many 
of the same expectations and experiences as their domestic counterparts (see Chester, 
Burton, Xenos & Elgar, 2013; DEEWR, 2009; Kift, 2008, 2009; Lizzio & Wilson, 
2010; Nelson, Quinn, Marrington & Clarke, 2012). 
Kift (2014) explained that “starting first year at university can be a daunting 
experience and a major adjustment for new students. Some adjust easily and thrive. 
As many as one third do not and think about leaving” (para. 1). First-year students 
come from differing social and academic backgrounds. Many are living away from 
home for the first time while many others will be the first in their family to undertake 
tertiary studies. It has been noted that students who struggle or become disengaged 
can under-perform or “drop out” (Kift, 2014). 
The Australian Government released a discussion paper in 2010 where 
student experiences particularly in relation to participation and social inclusiveness, 
represent key elements of quality higher education. The Australian Department of 
Education, Employment and Workplace Relations (DEEWR) is a firm supporter of 
ongoing surveys into first year experience. A national survey (in various phases) has 
collected fifteen years of data concerning academic and social experiences of 
university students in Australia who are in their first year of study. The study 
involved the collection of data from students (n=2420) from nine Australian 
universities (James, Krause & Jennings, 2010).  
Of the many phases of this national survey, the 2009 First Year Experience 
survey provided some key findings with important implications for Australian 
educators. The study noted, for example, that the expectations of family play a 
significant role in students’ decision-making concerning enrolment for university 
study. It was further noted that there has been a decline in the amount of time first 
year students spend on campus as well as a decrease in the time first year students 
spend in private study (James, et al., 2010). 
First year students generally feel a lack of engagement with their University 
campus and are more likely to spend time with peers in academic and social 
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activities that are off-campus. Students in the 2009 study reported some 
improvement in the quality of teaching of academics assigned to first year students. 
Despite this, one-third of first year students reported dissatisfaction with the level of 
feedback from academic staff while 74 per cent of students in the survey believed 
staff took little interest in students’ progress. Around 10 per cent of the students in 
the 2009 study were dissatisfied with most aspects of their study as university 
students and felt unhappy and highly disengaged. These students reported a clear 
lack of sense of purpose and had major problems settling in to university life (James, 
et al., 2010).  
With respect to international students in the 2009 study, they represented a 
cohort that was most likely to keep to themselves at the university campus and had 
trouble “fitting-in” (James, et al., 2010). Despite this finding, similarly confirmed in 
studies of Vietnamese students in Australia by Tran (2011), first-year international 
students in the 2009 survey expressed high levels of satisfaction with the teaching 
quality they experienced. The James et al. (2010) study reported that international 
students had equivalent levels of satisfaction with their subjects and programs to 
those of domestic students. This finding implies that international students are able to 
engage with their subjects even though their engagement level with the campus 
overall is low and feelings of social exclusion are high. A major issue for first year 
international students in Australia is the lack of support by academic and support 
staff. When international students are provided structured support (scaffolding) 
throughout this vital first year of their studies in an overseas country, they are more 
likely to succeed (Kift, 2009). 
International education in Australia 
As noted in Chapter One, Australia has a higher proportion per capita of international 
students of any other country in the world (AHRC, 2010). Australia’s share of the 
international student market increased from 5.1 per cent in 2000 to 7.0 per cent in 
2010, making Australia the third largest provider of international education services 
in 2009, behind the USA (18 per cent), and the UK (10 per cent). Considering the 
relative size of Australia’s population, such high representation amongst the 
international student market is indicative of the ongoing importance of this sector to 
Australia (OECD, 2011). This is the highest proportion of international students in 
all OECD countries followed by UK (15 per cent) and Austria (15 per cent). Despite 
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the declines in international student numbers post-GFC, during 2009-2011 in the 
Australian international education sector, the sector continues in importance, both in 
Australia and internationally. The growth of transnational education in recent 
decades has not been limited to Australia. In 2010, almost 3.7 million tertiary 
students were enrolled to study outside their country of citizenship, increasing four-
fold from 0.8 million in 1975 (OECD, 2011). 
While some Australian universities have somewhat larger proportions of 
international tertiary students than others, the actual number of students is much 
more evenly dispersed (AEI, 2011). Larger concentrations of international students 
can be found in Australia’s largest universities, with Monash University in Victoria 
having both the highest number of domestic (40,300) and onshore international 
students studying in Australia (13,400), followed by the University of New South 
Wales (36,300 and 13,200 respectively) (Department of Immigration and 
Citizenship, 2011). In contrast, a smaller institution such as Central Queensland 
University has 12,500 domestic students compared with 7,200 international students. 
International students invariably make significant contributions to Australian 
society, diversifying and enriching communities in which they engage, and also by 
strengthening Australia’s global networks. The international education sector is 
important not only to Australian society, but also the country’s economy. 
International education activity contributed $16.3 billion in export income to the 
Australian economy in 2010–11 (ABS, 2011). Furthermore, many educational 
institutions in the country rely on the substantial income from full-fee paying 
international students to assist in the provision of quality education to all students, 
both international and domestic. 
A large component of the balance of payments is the net exports of goods and 
services (Sloman, Norris, & Garratt, 2010). Countries like Australia perpetually carry 
deficits in net exports and maintain residual interest in increasing the sale of goods 
and services to foreigners (M. Peng, 2014). Education is the type of service that 
countries can readily export provided it has a feasible framework to receive foreign 
students into the country under appropriate visa arrangements. Scott (1998) argued 
that the commercialisation of education allows countries to make substantial profits 
from providing educational services to international students. It represents a multi-
billion dollar industry for many of these countries where they are successful in 
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attracting students to their programs (OECD, 2011). There are naturally other 
economic flows when foreign students live and study in the host country. The 
students spend money on a variety of other goods and services that stimulates Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) in other categories (Layton, et al., 2012).  
A contentious counter-argument to on-shore educational services for 
international students is the issue of national security. Governments must evaluate 
the risks associated with opening their borders to many foreign nationals. Sloman et 
al. (2010), for example, argued that having many foreigners in the country, albeit for 
the worthy objective of improving their education, exposes the nation to others who 
may not share the same national interests as the permanent residents and citizens 
(Mahat & Hourigan, 2007). This may be considered as a minimal risk factor 
particularly when one postulates on the numbers of migrants who come to make a 
new home in a foreign country or simply to visit on holidays (Lewis, 2006). This is 
an important feature adding weight to the arguments contrary to globalisation and 
internationalisation (Shade, Miller & Mullins., 2000). The simplistic alarmist view is 
that more foreigners in a country equates to a diminished level of national security 
(Mahat & Hourigan, 2007).  
Related to this, Deresky and Christopher (2012) noted that globalisation and 
militarism have an interesting relationship. On the one hand, globalisation promotes 
certain conditions that may well lead to unrest or conflict. On the other hand, it fuels 
the means to stir up conflict or wage war by creating protective measures for military 
industries to produce weapons that will in turn protect the mighty corporations and 
their shareholders. This assertion by Deresky and Christopher (2012) and others such 
as Lewis (2006) suggested that nations that are pro-internationalisation allow and 
encourage mass penetration of their national borders by foreigners (for whatever 
reason) need to be cautious and manage risk prudently (Macdonald, 1974).  
In 2010, as noted, over one in five (22 per cent) tertiary students studying in 
Australia were international students (ABS, 2011). While the size of the international 
student population is considerable, Australia’s international education sector is 
undergoing a period of change. This change has been driven by a number of 
adjustments to Australia’s migration policy, as well as changing perceptions of the 
Australian education market, the increased value of the Australian dollar, and the 
growth of Australia’s overseas competitors (OECD, 2011). These factors have made 
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the recruitment of international students to the Australian higher education sector 
more challenging (Nelson, et al., 2012). 
During the last four quarters of 2012, offshore applications from international 
students wanting to come to Australia increased when compared to the same quarter 
in the previous year (ABS, 2012). This positive trend is particularly evident in the 
issue of Higher Education Visas. In the December 2012 quarter, total offshore 
lodgements increased by 2.1 per cent and offshore higher education lodgements 
increased by 17.9 per cent compared with the December 2011 quarter (ABS, 2012). 
In the December 2012 quarter, offshore grants also increased by 8.0 per cent, with 
offshore grants for Higher Education Visas increasing significantly by 25.9 per cent 
(ABS, 2012). Grant rates for student visa applications increased in the December 
2012 quarter to 91.9 per cent compared with the December 2011 quarter where it was 
90.2 per cent (ABS, 2012). This increase can partly be attributed to offshore grant 
rates which increased to 90.8 per cent – its highest level for the past four quarters 
(ABS, 2012). Key countries (in order of demand) from which visa applications were 
received are: China, India, Vietnam, South Korea and Nepal. 
An important development affecting higher education in Australia from an 
international student perspective was the release in 2011 of the Knight Review 
(Australian Government, 2011). This study was commissioned by the Australian 
government to explore the appropriateness of international student visa arrangements 
in their current form and to make recommendations for change. Rather than 
recommend the international education system be entirely recreated, the Knight 
Review (Australian Government, 2011) recommended a number of incremental 
changes to improve the performance of the student visa system. The main changes 
accepted by the Australian government are:  
 Introduction of a new, “Genuine Temporary Entrant” requirement to allow 
greater flexibility and responsiveness in assessing student visa applications. 
 Treatment of most students seeking to study at Australian Universities as 
being low risk, and significantly streamlining processing for such applicants. 
 Widening work rights for all student visa holders, and allowing research 
students to work full time during their studies. 
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 Eliminating automatic and mandatory cancellation of student visas, and 
allowing Department of Immigration staff greater discretion in considering 
cancellation. 
 Introduction of a new work visa for graduates of universities in Australia 
which may last between two and four years. 
The Knight Review (Australian Government, 2011) is of particular interest to 
the current study as its recommendations should make it easier for students wishing 
to study in Australia to obtain a visa. It also provides added incentives for students 
through expanded work opportunities in Australia after they graduate. 
The process of becoming an international student in Australia involves a 
number of steps. The most significant is enrolling in the student’s course of interest 
(which, by default, is on the CRICOS register), and applying for a student visa 
through the Department of Immigration and Citizenship (DIAC, 2011). This process 
is, however, largely dependent on the policies and procedures that are followed by 
the host country regarding the criteria for admission of international students. 
Over the last few years, some governments around the world have tightened 
their policy concerning the number of international students coming into their 
country (OECD, 2011). Others have loosened their policies after a period of relative 
constraint. Australia is an example of one such country that has loosened its policies 
concerning the process of visa applications for international students wishing to 
study in Australia. As previously mentioned in this chapter, the Knight Review 
(Australian Government, 2011) explored changes to the ways in which international 
students are treated, particularly with respect to visa application processes. One 
important recommendation from the Knight Review (Australian Government, 2011), 
accepted by the Australian Government, is to fast-track the process to allow students 
to get into the country easier, quicker and with less evidential financial backing at the 
time of application. This streamlining should be more attractive for students who 
wish to study in Australia.  
International students undertake a range of courses in Australia. The eligible 
courses and institutions are listed on the CRICOS register. While a small proportion 
study in high schools, the majority of international students (80 per cent) were 
 43 
engaged in Higher Education and Vocational Education and Training (VET) courses 
with some of these students having also studied English (AEI, 2011). 
Of international enrolments and commencements in higher education in 2010, 
Management and Commerce, which includes study fields such as accounting, 
business and management, and sales and marketing, was the largest broad field of 
education, accounting for about half of enrolments (52 per cent) and 
commencements (54 per cent) (AEI, 2011). No other individual broad field of 
education contributed more than 10 per cent of enrolments or commencements. In 
2010, Management and Commerce was also the largest broad field of education for 
the VET sector, with over two fifths (43 per cent) of enrolments and almost half (48 
per cent) of commencements in this field (AEI, 2011). 
There are a number of significant reasons that explain why international 
students select Australia as their destination for higher education study. Australia has 
many features and benefits to offer these students. Its favourable climate, welcoming 
people, unique landscape and wildlife are contributing factors to foreign students 
making their study decision. Other key findings included the warmer weather in 
Australia having an appeal over other destinations such as the UK and Canada and 
the perceived idyllic lifestyle of living on the eastern seaboard (Mazzarol & Soutar, 
2002). 
The cost of living in Australia remains relatively inexpensive compared to its 
main rivals (although this has been rising steeply in recent times particularly due to 
the appreciation of the Australian currency) (M. Peng, 2014). For money invested in 
Australian higher education qualifications, international students get highly valued 
education from institutions that are well respected throughout the world for research 
quality and excellent teaching practices (Dwyer & Peters, 2004).  
A further attraction is that students are permitted to work up to 40 hours a 
fortnight in paid employment during semesters and unlimited hours at other times. 
The opportunity to work and eventually gain permanent residency in Australia is 
another strong lure to internationals and has made the Australian government wary of 
the nature and purpose of overseas student applications to study in the country 
(OECD, 2011). Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) noted that international students were 
attracted by the lure of being able to work in Australia adding that they planned their 
work around studies. 
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Mazzarol and Soutar (2002) also revealed that students do typically have ad 
hoc criteria when making the choice to study in Australia, what East (2001) would 
describe as “passive expectations.” The expectations that international students have 
and which influence their decision to study in Australia are important to explore in 
the current study as they form an integral component of the conceptual framework 
underpinning the study (see Figure 1.2) and inform Research Question 1 (see 
Research Questions, Chapter One). 
Orientation 
All Australian universities conduct orientation programs for both domestic and 
international students at the commencement of their studies. The purpose of such 
programs is to introduce students to the university and vice versa, provide 
information about the campus and its programs and to inaugurate a meaningful 
connection with students (Sidoryn & Slade, 2008).  
According to James et al. (2010), however, not all international students avail 
themselves of attending orientation. This absence may be due to some not having 
arrived in the country during orientation because of visa or travel delays. It may also 
be due to some international education agencies having informed students that 
orientation is “not important” and advise them to arrive for their courses in the 
second week of semester (Hellsten, 2010). The corollary is that students are 
commencing their courses without adequate orientation and preparation. Hellsten 
(2010) criticised universities for making too little effort to assist these late–starting 
students through such measures as offering catch up orientation sessions later in 
semester.  
Missing this first or orientation week creates a major stumbling block for 
students. As indicated earlier, international students may not attend orientation 
seminars or the first week of classes due to visa or other travel issues including 
arriving late due to misinformation given them by agents concerning when they are 
expected to arrive for their first classes (Hellsten, 2010). 
If students are newly arrived in the country, they are often tired, anxious 
about many things such as accommodation arrangements and seldom in a frame of 
mind to receive complex instructions (Grayson, 2008). They may be jet-lagged and 
have to change their accommodation several times in the first few weeks of classes 
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and thus may miss much of what is said by teaching staff in formal lectures and 
tutorials. Even if they do attend, they are often nebulous in their thinking as they 
attempt to process information from teachers (McInnis, James & McNaught, 1995). 
They may also still be unaccustomed to Australian accents (Nayak & Venkatraman, 
2010) or the nuances of English in an academic setting (Sawir, 2005).  
Student services 
All universities in Australia provide a suite of services to support both international 
and domestic students throughout their academic journeys. For example, most 
universities have dedicated sections on their website with relevant information. For 
example, Metro University offers information for students concerning what to do 
before arriving in Australia, after arrival, seeking accommodation, visa and 
enrolment assistance, overseas student health cover (OSHC), transport and detailed 
pages concerning on-campus student support (University website, source withheld).  
Dedicated services include access support for those with disabilities, 
counselling, career and employment information, faculty offices and enrolment 
services, information assistance including library use strategies, learning advisers, 
chaplaincy, dedicated prayer room, student mentors and student association 
(University website, source withheld). This amounts to an array of services designed 
to make life easier for international students. An important issue is the extent to 
which international students engage with these services and reasons why they may 
not engage when they need them. For example, Owens and Loomes (2010) examined 
social integration issues in Australian business schools and concluded that 
connecting with these services is very difficult for many students. The participants 
(n=445), all international students at Central Queensland University, were asked to 
comment on their sense of connection with their university and the greater 
environment. Some questions related directly to the use of student services and 
almost half of students responded that they either did not know about or understand 
the service being offered and under what circumstances they would be able to avail 
services. Almost a third of respondents had never used any services (outside of the 
classroom). Most of this number said they did not feel it was appropriate to seek out 
additional services as they were only for “problem students” and they were more 
inclined to sort out their difficulties by themselves or with the help of other students, 
usually of their own culture (Owens & Loomes, 2010).  
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Mentoring for international students 
Many universities in Australia have formed committees, comprising academic staff 
members and volunteer final year students, which focus on new international 
students and their diverse needs but vary in their success (Mahat & Hourigan, 2007). 
According to Krause, Hartley, James and McInnis (2005), this practice is widespread 
amongst larger universities such as University of Queensland but is becoming more 
popular in smaller universities such as Metro University. Student mentoring is 
designed to connect new students with older students who volunteer their time to 
work with them as a “buddy.” Hellsten (2010) commented on the effectiveness of 
these initiatives and concludes that it is often difficult to match students who will 
have the natural desire to work together (James, et al., 2010). Consequently, students 
who most need or would benefit from mentors often do not get this help or enter 
relationships with mentors with unrealistic expectations. Some mentor systems are 
based more upon friendly support rather than mentors providing academic assistance 
the way that tutors working for the University would do (McInnis, et al., 1995). 
When an international student expects content help from another student, which is 
not forthcoming, this may lead to frustration, misunderstandings and even 
resentment. Clearly this has the potential to be a negative experience for both the 
mentor and the student (Krause, et al., 2005). 
International students in Australia: Selected cases 
There is a wide and varied literature on international students. This section will 
present three distinct cases of the experiences of international students in Australia, 
respectively from China, Vietnam and India. These nationalities have been chosen as 
they represent the highest proportion of international student enrolment in Australia 
(see International students in Australian higher education, Chapter One). Notably, 
and of particular interest to this study, is the fact that two of the studies reported in 
this section relate to students in their first year of enrolment as an international 
student. Students from Saudi Arabia have not been included in this section; their 




Students from China 
Students from China (26.2%) are the largest single identifiable international cohort 
currently in Australian universities (Australian Government, 2014b). In a study by 
Wong (2004), the perceptions of the first year experience of Chinese students (n=59) 
studying at a South Australian University was investigated. One of the conclusions 
drawn by the study was that Chinese students commenced their studies being more 
comfortable with a teacher-centered style but gradually adapted to a more student-
centered style (Wong, 2004). In fact, 65 per cent of students confirmed that they 
preferred this style of teaching. This finding is significant as it appears to be at odds 
with the perceptions of many Australian academics who have stereotyped Asian 
students as mere rote learners who passively learn and enjoy the “spoon-feeding” 
that is generally associated with Eastern teaching and learning practices (Armitage, 
2008).  
According to a survey amongst Chinese students (n=879), Mazzorol and 
Soutar (2002) reported reasons for selecting Australia as a destination for study 
included: 
 the perceived quality of the Australian institutions and their programs; 
 recognition of previous learning and skills given to international students; 
 the presence of a large body of students from the surveyed students’ own 
country who experienced Australian higher education; 
 a world recognised qualification; and 
 perception of Australia as a safe environment (with respect to crime). 
An interesting example which demonstrates the value of overseas student 
experience is that, in preparation for the 2008 Olympic Games, the Chinese 
authorities were interested in enlisting students who had completed their studies in 
western countries (C. Peng, 2008). They were to be engaged as volunteers to provide 
service at the Games. In the study (n=160), students completed surveys concerning 
their perceived ability (as graduates) to accommodate the needs of the visitors to the 
Games who came from diverse cultures. Students’ responses suggested greater 
competency in dealing with foreigners due to their own overseas experiences. The 
results signalled the depth of experience that prepared these students to deliver high 
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quality service standards in such an intense intercultural environment (C. Peng, 
2008). These findings suggest study in international contexts may make a difference 
to the intercultural competence of students. This was not only demonstrated by the 
willingness of the volunteer graduate students to participate but also by the capacity 
to provide excellent service (C. Peng, 2008). 
Students from India 
Students from India (10.7%) are the second largest international cohort in Australian 
universities (Australian Government, 2014b). It has been reported that Indian 
students experience challenges in their first year in Australian universities. A study 
by Nayak and Venkatraman (2010) concerning Indian international students studying 
business courses at a regional university in Australia (n=86) explored the influence 
of home country academic culture on these students’ performance (Nayak & 
Venkatraman, 2010). Using a narrative inquiry approach, these researchers identified 
three main academic cultural gaps. These included:  
 Course organisation: This measured the difficulties experienced by students 
when they were required to study three trimesters a year rather than a more 
traditional semester approach. 
 Assessment: Lack of familiarity with writing assignments. 
 Communication and comprehension: Lack of familiarity with Australian 
accents despite a high level of competence with English. 
(Nayak & Venkatraman, 2010) 
The implications of Nayak and Venkatraman’s (2010) study concern unfamiliarity 
that Indian students experience with the way teaching and learning is structured in 
Australian universities. It could be conjectured that students from other nationalities 
experience similar difficulties. Indian students have more recently and unfortunately 
been the target of racially-inspired attacks (Hartcher, 2010).  
Students from Vietnam 
Students from Vietnam (5.1%) are the third largest international cohort in Australian 
universities (Australian Government, 2014b).  Numbers of Vietnamese International 
Students (VIS) in Australia have increased, and yet little is known about why these 
students choose to study abroad and if and how they have acculturated. A study was 
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designed to address these two questions (Tran, 2011). A Vietnamese-specific 
psychological acculturation framework was constructed to provide the theoretical 
foundation for the study. Berry‘s (1997) Psychological Acculturation Framework 
and De Jong and Fawcett’s (1981) Value- Expectancy Model were combined to 
investigate the motivations, the moderating factors that were existing prior to 
acculturation such as age, moderating factors arising during acculturation such as 
length of stay in the country, as well as the acculturation attitudes and acculturation 
behaviours of VIS in Australia (Tran, 2011). A mixed methods research design was 
used comprising both qualitative (in-depth interviews with 51 VIS) and quantitative 
methods (web-based questionnaire survey of 301 VIS across Australia).  
This study revealed self-development, education, stimulation, and wealth 
were the goals Vietnamese student participants most wanted to attain, and that they 
had high expectations of achieving these goals in Australia. The desire to realise 
these goals influenced the participants’ acculturation attitude (Tran, 2011). Results 
also suggested a mismatch between the participants’ acculturation attitude and their 
acculturation behaviour, and between motivation to study abroad and actual 
acculturation. In other words, although indicating a preference for integration into 
Australian society and for the ultimate attainment of their goals in studying abroad, 
the participants remained separate and poorly adapted to the mainstream culture, and 
their expectations were still unrealised (Tran, 2011).  
This mismatch was considered an “acculturation dilemma.” A number of 
challenges associated with life in a foreign culture such as racism and alienation 
appeared to cause this dilemma (Gunaratne, 2004). Findings suggested additional 
explanations for this dilemma including cultural mistrust of local hosts and other 
international students and a challenge to ethnic identity (Tran, 2011).  
International students: Overview of issues 
This section will present the issues that international students have identified both in 
Australia and elsewhere. It is, in fact, an examination of the experiences of 
international students and thus supports the conceptual framework underpinning and 
research questions posed by this study (see Chapter One). Experiences, as understood 
in this study and as defined by Schmitt (2003), are process-oriented actions that 
appeal to the senses of people who engage with them. People often classify 
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experiences as positive, negative or even neutral but always in relation to sensual 
perception. There are many factors that moderate emotions attached to experience. 
This section will conclude with a tabular summary of the issues identified through 
recounts of international students’ experience both within Australia and elsewhere. 
This section needs to be grounded in the understanding that international 
students tend to be generally satisfied with their overseas experiences (Grayson, 
2008). For example, the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) conducts an annual 
survey to determine the satisfaction levels of international students studying in 
Australia. Between 2009 and 2010, the survey found that 88 per cent of international 
students studying in Australia were satisfied with their study and living experience. 
When broken down into sectors, it was found that nearly nine in ten (88 per cent) of 
those studying in the Vocational education and training (VET) sector and 86 per cent 
in the Higher Education and ELICOS (English Language Intensive Courses for 
Overseas Students) sectors were satisfied with their living experience in Australia 
(ABS, 2011). Overall satisfaction with study experience was equally high, with 
almost 86 per cent in ELICOS, 85 per cent in VET and 84 per cent in higher 
education sectors reporting that they were satisfied with their studies (ABS, 2011).  
A review of the previous section (International students in Australia: 
Selected cases, this chapter) indicates that the issues facing international students 
include: 
a. “Acculturation Dilemma.” Tran (2011) highlighted students’ initial intention 
to integrate into Australian society but had rather stayed within own 
ethnic/cultural group. 
b. Initial unfamiliarity with student-centered pedagogy. Wong (2004) reported, 
however, that Chinese international students came to prefer student-centered 
pedagogy over the more familiar teacher-centered pedagogy and rote learning 
during their first year of study in Australia. 
c. Belief that overseas experience enhances intercultural competence (C. Peng, 
2008, example of 2008 Olympics in Beijing). 
d. Racism (Tran, 2011). 
e. Alienation (Tran, 2011). 
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f. Cultural mistrust of hosts and other international students (Tran, 2011). 
g. Difficulties with unfamiliar course organisation, namely differing study 
periods (Nayak & Venkatraman, 2010). 
h. Difficulties in understanding unfamiliar assessment practices, namely a lack 
of familiarity with writing assignments (Nayak & Venkatraman, 2010). 
i. Difficulties in Communication and comprehension, namely, a lack of 
familiarity with Australian accents (Nayak & Venkatraman, 2010). 
A broader review of literature highlights further issues with many being as 
extensions of those identified in the thesis thus far.  These are:  
(i) Language difficulties; 
(ii)  unfamiliarity with the learning environment in the host institution;  
(iii) clarity of instructions to students;  
(iv) the challenge of critical thinking; 
(v)  relationships with lecturers and tutors;  
(vi) relationship with peers;  
(vii) issues external to campus life; and, 
(viii) affective challenges including alienation, homesickness and loneliness. 
 
The first six relate directly to the unfamiliar learning environment that international 
students find themselves in and which have been evident in the cited unfamiliarity 
with student-centered pedagogy, differing course organizational structures, and 
differing assessment. They also have a connection to the noted difficulties that 
international students have in English communication and comprehension. The 
seventh, relating to issues outside of the university, fits with the racism and 
alienation that students have previously reported as well as a “cultural mistrust” of 
their host communities which is discussed in greater detail in the eighth issue which 
relates to personal affective challenges. 
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English language difficulties 
Language difficulties, as noted in the brief case presented on students from India 
(Nayak & Venkatraman, 2010), are also a common issue noted in the literature as a 
challenge for international students (Abukhattala, 2013; Bista & Foster, 2011; 
Deresky & Christopher, 2012; Grayson, 2008; Guirdham, 1999; Hellsten, 2010). For 
example, those whose first language is not English, struggle with specific uses of the 
language with respect to the discipline being studied even if they have a reasonable 
grasp of the language of the host country (Montgomery, 2010; Nayak & 
Venkatraman, 2010). Further, Novera (2004) concluded that international students 
are presented with a number of significant adjustment factors but the major factor 
relates to use of academic English in the classroom. 
Sawir (2005) suggested that language problems loom as a hindrance for many 
international students and Guirdham (1999) suggested that difficulty with the 
contextual use of language is a source of culture shock (see Cultural and 
intercultural competence, this chapter). It is not a simple exercise of learning words 
in the second language but understanding grammar, syntax and contextualisation. 
There are many nuances in the English language and these can pose serious hardship 
for international students. Abukhattala (2013) noted that the teaching of English (as a 
second language) in Arab countries emphasises “decontextualized knowledge of 
vocabulary and grammar” (p. 34) thus reducing Arab students’ mastery of 
contextualised language. When students have choices about when to use English and 
when to revert to their mother tongue, most often they revert to the language with 
which they are most comfortable (Krause, et al., 2005).  
Deresky and Christopher (2012) argued that English language is a type of 
hegemony. It is a dominant world language in communications, entertainment, 
science, business, diplomacy and in other fields and, as noted, is the preferred 
language of tuition for international students (Montgomery, 2010). This may be 
considered a form of cultural control as English continues as a dominant 
international communication medium (Hill, et al., 2008). Every language carries 
values and expressions of culture that help define common bonds holding nations 
together. While conversational basics of foreign languages can be mastered in a 
relatively short period of time, the fine intricacies and deeper contextual meanings 
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within language are not mastered easily (Grayson, 2008). This is particularly relevant 
for academic language (Biggs & Tang, 2009). 
Some languages are precise and the choice of words and inflections in the 
way in which words and phrases are pronounced is critical. English, according to 
Deresky and Christopher (2012) is more forgiving and is claimed to be the easiest 
language in the world to “speak badly” as it has flexibility and tolerates a degree of 
ambiguity. It eventually becomes painfully clear to students that if they desire an 
education in a country where a foreign language is spoken, they must attain a degree 
of proficiency in that language. Institutions throughout the world have mandated 
minimal levels of competency in the host country language that international students 
must meet before they are accepted. Testing, such as IELTS1 (International English 
Language Testing System), can be completed in home countries and documentary 
evidence is included as part of the application process.  
Some universities may apply their own in-house testing to verify the language 
competency of the applicant (Montgomery, 2010). This allows institutions to 
determine whether further language training is needed by students in order to be 
successful (Hoecklin, 1995). Colleges and universities that do not engage in such 
testing may be erroneously under the assumption that students have achieved a 
certain competency level but may, in fact, fall well short. It may be assumed students 
are aware of their language ability or deficiency and are prepared to seek assistance 
as appropriate (Montgomery, 2010).  
Unfamiliarity with the learning environment in the host institution 
The more the educational system of the host country differs from the system which 
operates in the home country, the greater the adjustment required (Gertzog, 2011). 
The previous section (International students in Australia: Selected cases, this 
chapter) highlighted that: (i) Chinese students in Australian universities were initially 
unfamiliar with student-centered pedagogy but later came to prefer it (Briguglio & 
Smith, 2012; Wong, 2004); and, (ii) Indian students in Australia, because of the sole 
reliance on examinations for assessment were unfamiliar with writing assignments 
(Nayak & Venkatraman, 2010). Further to this, it has previously been noted that the 
                                                 
 
1 The requirement for entry to an undergraduate Business degree at Metro University is an IELTS 
score of 6.0 (no component lower than 5.5). 
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dominant means of learning in Arab countries is rote memorisation (Ofori-Attah, 
2008).  
 Bousquet (2012) revealed how difficult life can be for Arabs studying in the 
United States due to cultural and social differences. The circumstance of how 
English is taught in Arab countries (see previous subsection) would seem to preclude 
an easy transition to studying in an English-speaking country. Novera (2004) 
conducted a study of Indonesian postgraduate students in Australia (n=25) that 
explored the cultural differences between Indonesia and Australia and found that 
cultural differences such as classroom protocols were extremely difficult to 
reconcile. These students’ difficulties were explained in terms of differences between 
Indonesian cultural values and Australian/Western values. It is presumed that this 
would also extend to a consideration of Indonesian students’ adherence to Muslim 
rituals such as daily prayer and the observance of Ramadan. 
Gertzog’s (2011) study amongst Turkish students in American universities 
confirmed the struggle that international students have when they are exposed to 
different systems. By surveying Turkish students (n=58) attending undergraduate and 
graduate programs in 18 different American colleges and universities, information 
about differences between their Turkish and US educational experiences emerged. 
Among these differences were expectations for students to be given all of the content 
of academic lectures in writing, the common practice of establishing academic study 
groups in the US, the format and content of exams, and attitudes and perceptions 
toward plagiarism (Gertzog, 2011).  
Other studies (see for example Gunaratne, 2004; Wong, 2004) corroborate 
the notion that adjustment to the unfamiliar learning environment in the host country 
is a significant contributor to academic success of international students, and cultural 
differences can often lead to adjustment problems. For example, Novera’s (2004) 
study confirmed the importance of cultural issues in the adjustment process, 
particularly in relation to classroom interaction and relationships between students 
and academics. The main difficulties faced by the Indonesian students related to the 
use of Australian academic requirements, and the lack of specific facilities that were 
provided for Muslim students (Novera, 2004). The study made recommendations for 
improvements in pre-departure training programs and degree programs in Australia 
(Novera, 2004). Similarly, although in a secondary school setting, teachers and 
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fellow students showed disregard for the demands and expectations of Ramadan, 
placing Arab-Australian Muslim students in difficult situations (Mansouri & 
Trembath, 2005). 
Similarly, Bousquet (2012) found that the major problem faced by 
international students is the method of instruction that academics engage in when 
delivering lectures and tutorials. The adjustments that students need to make include 
understanding a different delivery of content, dealing with study groups and group 
work as a form of assessment, reviewing their attitudes to plagiarism, student-centred 
learning, and critical thinking (see also Ofori-Attah, 2008; Shapiro & Purpel, 2005). 
Wright and Lander (2003) noted the difficulties in establishing and maintaining 
group collaboration within differing ethnic groups. 
Finally, the Arab students in Abukhattala’s (2013) study reported “difficulties 
adjusting to the way Canadian professors teach” (p. 33) and indicated greater 
familiarity with memorisation and the sole use of examinations for assessment. 
Despite this, the students in Abukhattala’s (2013) study came to prefer more student-
centered pedagogies, involvement in cooperative learning, the de-emphasis on 
memorisation in favour of critical analysis and understanding, and the opportunity to 
engage in wide-ranging classroom discussion. The students in this study made 
particular note of the freedom to criticise the views of their professors (see also Volet 
& Ang, 2012; Ward, Bochner & Furnham, 2001). 
Clarity of instructions to students 
Often, the problems experienced by international students whose first language is not 
English, emerge from poor or inadequate language skills. The previous section 
(International students in Australia: Selected cases, this chapter) highlighted that 
Indian students in Australia have considerable difficulty with the Australian accent 
(Nayak & Venkatraman, 2010). 
A more rudimentary problem, however, appears to be the inability to adapt to 
a range of environmental factors, of which language is just one of the more pervasive 
(Ryan, 2000) and which permeates through all other social and educational settings. 
Lecturers and tutors provide copious amounts of information to students concerning 
curriculum, activities and assessments. Much of this information is given by way of 
subject outlines which vary in length from a few to more than 30 pages (Krause, et 
 56 
al., 2005). This type of documentation is often distributed in the first class that 
students attend and also placed online. Discussion concerning objectives of courses, 
teaching and learning strategies and activities, together with finer detail concerning 
assessments, is conducted in the first week, usually in the tutorial. This is a typical 
approach in business courses in higher education programs in Australia. It is, 
however, not without its problems for international students (see Orientation, this 
chapter). 
Further to this, Grayson (2008) undertook a major study among both 
domestic and international university students (n=1415) in their first year of a 
business course in Australia which asked for feedback on a range of experiential 
factors, including their impressions of lecturing staff. The responses by international 
students (35 per cent of the total sample) were compared with responses from local 
(domestic) students. The major difference between responses by local and 
international students related to culturally diverse factors such as sense of humour 
and clarity of instruction (Grayson, 2008). Students from other cultures failed to 
appreciate the humorous comments by staff which tended to confuse them. 
Instructions about assessments or other matters that were provided by staff to 
students, particularly verbal, were either not understood or quickly forgotten as 
students failed to connect with this information. Assuring clarity of instruction is 
clearly an important consideration in the teaching of first year students, particularly 
where these students are international students. 
Further to this, there is often unfamiliarity with the requirements for written 
assignments in Australia. Hellsten (2010) noted that, in the absence of very clear 
instructions and copious examples of writing techniques required for successful 
completion of academic papers, Indian students find it hard to know what to do and 
invariably fall back on what they are accustomed to from their previous study 
experiences in their home countries only to earn the chastisement of their Australian 
professors. According to Kift (2009) transitions for students who commence a 
journey of higher education in an overseas country, are enhanced with scaffolding 
support. This support, imbued with clear directions and continuous feedback looping 
and orchestrated by empathetic and patient academics, is needed in Australian higher 
education (Kift, 2009). 
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The challenge of critical thinking 
The pedagogies adopted in host institutions in Australia are often different from what 
the student is accustomed to and students lack understanding about how to produce 
work and experience problems of determining appropriate levels of collaborative 
work when producing assessments. This was noted by Wong (2004) in regard to 
international students from China and by Nayak and Venkatraman (2010) in regard 
to international students from India (see International students in Australia: Selected 
cases, this chapter). 
The issues of original authorship and plagiarism (Biggs & Tang, 2009; 
Ramsden, 2003) are major concerns for international students and their lecturers. 
Students, for example, are often unsure why it is a problem to present a paper that 
has been created collaboratively and is full of copied and pasted paragraphs. The 
concept of one’s “own work” is often misunderstood by international students and 
may lead to great consternation when they finally do understand and realise they 
must not only find suitable material for referencing, but also analyse key concepts 
and synthesise into cogent argument (Ramsden, 2003).  
A related issue that impinges upon experiences of foreign students in 
Australia is the notion of critical thinking. Many students from around the world, 
particularly from South East Asia, find the notion of critical thinking quite new and 
disconcerting (Hellmundt & Fox, 2003). Students who come from authoritarian 
cultures find it difficult to learn in a way that seeks to critically evaluate that which 
has been researched and written by others who would seem expert in their fields 
(Burns, 1991). Of interest to this study is the finding that Arab students tend to be 
unaccustomed to student-centered learning approaches. While it appears the long-
standing system of rote memorisation in Arab countries is slowly being broken 
down, the transition is slow (Ofori-Attah, 2008). According to Shapiro and Purpel 
(2005), Arab-American international students are not familiar with group work, 
scientific endeavour in labs or experiential learning. Not surprisingly, there are 
challenges for these students to grasp the notion of freedom of thought and to 
develop critical arguments (Shapiro & Purpel, 2005). For this reason, many students 
are unsure what to do in preparation for, and participation in, classrooms where such 
notions are enacted (Ofori-Attah, 2008).  
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The practice of critical thinking is foreign to many international students who 
have been exposed only to teacher-centered paradigms (Hellmundt & Fox, 2003) 
where they accept and revere what teachers provide. These international students do 
not believe they are in any position to refute or criticise the words of their teachers 
(Hellsten, 2010). 
Relationships with lecturers and tutors 
Ippolito’s (2007), through a study at Brunel University (UK), found that international 
students (n=184) were unhappy with how they were treated by their host institution. 
The students reported instances of apathy and neglect by academics and 
administrative staff towards supporting their needs. Her research supports the 
promulgation that such non-caring attitudes by higher education providers can be 
viewed as “rhetoric” of education internationalisation (De Vita, 2005).  
It has, fortunately, been suggested that international students may be better 
able to build a relationship with teaching staff in Australia than domestic students. 
However, in contrast to this rapport, international students have significant difficulty 
in adapting to teaching and learning styles conducive to successful outcomes in 
higher education institutions in Australia (Krause, et al., 2005). 
Lecturers and tutors in Australia often take for granted that students 
understand their instructions. They may ask if there are questions from class 
members. However, many international students are enculturated to refrain from 
asking questions of teachers, as this would imply that the teachers have failed to 
express themselves properly. In a study of a diverse group of international students in 
Australian universities, it was found that students considered it impolite to draw 
misunderstanding to the attention of the entire class (Volet & Ang, 2012). This 
behaviour is repeated throughout the semester and can lead to assignments being 
completed incorrectly due to student confusion about instructions given compounded 
by their cultural reluctance not to ask questions of teaching staff. Similarly, Ward, 
Bochner and Furnham (2001) reported that Asian international students believe that 
their domestic peers are rude when questioning their teachers. Gelb (2012) cited a 
Chinese international student studying Law in the US who offered, in interview, that: 
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If you ask too many questions, classmates think you are just showing off … If 
someone speaks up in class the other students will really hate him … so 
students are very quiet. Very silent. (p. 1) 
Grayson’s (2008) study posed questions related to perceived level of content 
expertise, level of preparation for lectures or tutorials, availability to students for 
consultation, enthusiasm and taking interest in student progress. Overall, 69 per cent 
of the international students reported satisfaction with their lecturers compared with 
78 per cent of domestic students (Grayson, 2008). This indicates a marked difference 
between satisfaction levels of international and local business students. 
Business students are typically inundated with subjects that are heavy in 
theory and may challenge students who not only are struggling with the language but 
are then required to become versed in the language of business (Montgomery, 2010). 
Many students are not familiar with this language even in their mother tongue. It 
requires skilled lecturers and tutors to understand the needs of students and to shape 
the course of instruction around their needs (Joseph & Joseph, 1997). There is a 
disparity between what an institution declares about its strategic intent and what 
occurs in the face-to-face environment as students and lecturers come together 
(Krause, et al., 2005). 
It is recommended that universities need to embrace a transition pedagogy 
(Kift, et al., 2010; Knight, 1997), that transitions from a myopic view of student 
academic progression to a more integrated curriculum that uses appropriate 
technology and takes into account diverse needs of international cohorts (Ramsden, 
2003). This will enhance and make more effective the network of relationships 
between learners, teachers and other organisers of learning through integrated 
support for richer communication and activities (Kift, et al., 2010). It is further 
argued (Teekens, 2003) that the entire body of university staff must come on board to 
provide this integrated approach. The piecemeal approach, so rampant in universities, 
will never culminate in rich learning experiences for students. The curriculum, and 
co-curriculum, must embody an entire, more holistic, view of students and their 
expectations, needs and wants (Montgomery, 2010). It cannot include only what the 
university deems to be appropriate for its purposes (Scott, 1998). According to the 
Learning, Teaching and Assessment policy for the business school at Metro 
University (source withheld), students are at the heart of the university and their 
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success is built upon the whole of university experience. The “whole student” 
approach as argued by Burns (1991) would be of great assistance to international 
students who struggle with many non-academic factors that are usually outside the 
scope of universities’ support services, such as dealing with discrimination. 
It is argued by Daglish and Evans (2008) that the curriculum needs to be 
adapted to the context and culture from which students originate. This notion does 
not appear to be supported by Australian universities in the main or, as noted, by 
universities in the US which have been described as ethnocentric (Van Hook, 2011). 
Business courses typically draw upon examples from local industry and experiences 
that academics have had in their business careers prior to entering academia. This 
may be the expectation of international students coming to Australia to study. One 
would not travel to another country to study, only to learn about businesses in their 
own country or be taught by expatriates from their own country.  
However, all universities in Australia employ teaching staff who are not 
native to the host country (Russell, 2005). This can be disappointing to international 
students expecting “locals” to teach them and to not only engage with quality 
programs taught in a western environment but also to share in rich social and 
professional business experiences of Australians (Joseph & Stone, 2005). The 
challenge is exacerbated when students must further adapt to accents of the English 
language spoken by non-natives although Mulligan and Kirkpatrick (2000) reported 
that learning English and having to adapt to different accents is part of the enriching 
experience that international students seek. Nevertheless, these nuances in the spoken 
word can contribute to overall stress levels that students experience in their first year 
(Sawir, 2005). 
Relationships with peers 
Many international students who study in Australia hold expectations that local peers 
will be supportive of them. Despite this, a study by Cathcart et al. (2006) found this 
was not the case as local students appeared disinterested in assisting international 
students (Cathcart, et al., 2006). This finding is similar to that of a study of 
international students in business courses in an Australian university (n=58) in which 
some students reported reticence on the part of local students to socialise with them 
(Krause, et al., 2005). This reticence may be exacerbated by perceptions held by 
local students that international students prefer to keep the company of like-minded 
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others. Locals may form this perception based on their observation of foreign 
students when they congregate on campus, live in the same suburbs and participate in 
social events while speaking exclusively in their native tongue.  
Furthermore, US researchers, Nesdale and Todd (1993) reported 
disappointment on the part of the general student population with the lack of 
interaction between international students and local students. Their study 
investigated 200 local and international students’ attitudes and impressions towards 
interaction between local and international students. Over 80 per cent of respondents 
expressed views that interaction was very limited and, in many cases, undesirable or 
inappropriate. This outcome was reportedly far below the expectations the 
international students held prior to coming to the country. The findings made it 
difficult to evaluate who was the most disappointed – the locals or the internationals 
(Nesdale & Todd, 1993).  
Sawir (2005) contended that Australians tend towards xenophobia, an 
unreasonable fear or hatred of foreigners or strangers. This would help explain 
situations when locals are suspicious of strangers who fail to assimilate and continue 
to speak their own language in front of locals (McInnis, et al., 1995) and aligns with 
the “cultural mistrust” described by Tran (2011) in describing the experience of 
Vietnamese students in Australia. 
Issues external to campus life  
International students studying in Australia spend most of their time in the host 
country outside of the classroom. Many face obstacles such as financing their 
education, balancing work and study schedules, finding the self-discipline to persist, 
that can make attending university a difficult task (Bista & Foster, 2011). As 
international students, they are faced with a plethora of choices and situations 
including: (i) accommodation; (ii) racially-motivated abuse and assaults; (iii) law and 
unlawful activity; (iv) relationships; and (v) safety concerns. 
Accommodation 
International students must find suitable accommodation as a priority. The 
experience of studying abroad gives many international students the opportunity to 
live in a community for the first time either in residential student housing or in 
shared accommodation off-campus. Universities can provide some assistance but 
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many students make their own choices often based upon suggestions by other 
students already resident in the general area. Living near friends can help to promote 
active social lives. However, too active a social life can be a distraction to more 
important activities associated with being students (Sawir, et al., 2008).  
When students live together in shared rentals, there may be conflicts 
concerning financial arrangements. Some experience inequity in distribution of 
expenses or how household chores are shared. Occasionally, disagreements surface 
with landlords concerning use of property or money matters. Some unscrupulous 
landlords may take advantage of international students with an assumption that 
students are vulnerable and will unlikely seek recourse against landlords for their 
nefarious dealings (Cathcart, et al., 2006). Many international students coming to 
Australia find accommodation in “homestay” settings where they live as a guest, for 
a weekly fee, in approved homes while they are studying in Australia. Homestay 
families provide a room and a place to study. In some instances, they might also 
provide meals. The intention is that homestay families also provide support for the 
students in their care. When students live with host families there may be a type of 
proxy parent-child relationship created (Carlson & Widman, 1988; Fallon & Bycroft, 
2009). If this is an expectation by international students, it may lead to 
disappointment as some homestay “parents” may not see their role extending beyond 
“bed and breakfast” (Armitage, 2008).  
Relationships 
Developing relationships is essential for students studying business in Australia. The 
importance of relationships with the University and its officers has already been 
discussed. According to McInnis et al. (1995), students sometimes have relationship 
issues that make it hard for them to focus on studies. Selfishness, jealousy, poor 
communication can sour any relationship and lead to conflict or termination. The 
grieving process can exacerbate alienation and loneliness (Sawir, et al., 2008).  
Racially-motivated abuse and assaults 
Racial discrimination, verbal taunts and assaults occur in almost every modern 
society (see also Safety concerns, this section). Australia is not immune to this 
behaviour despite its emergence as one of the world’s truly multicultural societies. 
When students are subjected to such events, it causes consternation and has an 
 63 
impact upon ability to focus upon their studies in the short term and sometimes 
longer (Burns, 1991). International students’ experience of discrimination to the 
point of violence perpetrated against them has been reported over time (Armitage, 
2008). This includes anti-social behaviour such as verbal abuse, physical assault and 
rape (AHRC, 2010; Cal, 2012; Larsen, et al., 2011). Apart from a clear and 
distressing impact on individuals, there is a further impact on Australia’s reputation. 
Hartcher (2010) reported, following a spate of violence against Indian students, “a 
survey in India … found [that] Australia, previously considered the fifth most 
welcoming country for Indians, was now 40th” (para. 2).  
Safety concerns 
Personal safety has become an issue of concern for international students (see 
Racially-motivated abuse and assaults, this section). Nyland, Forbes-Mewett, and 
Marginson (2009) commented that authorities in Australia have been slow to 
acknowledge issues with student safety. A catalyst for Australian authorities 
acknowledging these concerns may have been the demonstrations by Indian students 
in Victoria about Indian international students being assaulted and unsavoury 
incidents in New South Wales where reportedly 46 Asian students were victimised, 
robbed or raped (Nyland, et al., 2010). These crimes occurred both on and off 
Sydney university campuses in the years 2008-2009. Chinese diplomats have pleaded 
with Australian authorities to take greater pastoral care of their students while 
studying and living in this country. Indian officials likewise made representations to 
the then Australian Prime Minister, Hon. Julia Gillard regarding the safety of Indian 
students while in Australia (Armitage, 2008; Nyland, et al., 2010).  
These findings lie in contrast to the findings of the International Student 
Survey (ABS, 2010) whereby 88 per cent of international students in VET, 86 per 
cent in Higher Education sectors and 80 per cent ELICOS students indicated that 
they were satisfied with their safety while studying in Australia. In comparison, 94 
per cent of domestic Higher Education students recorded high satisfaction levels for 
safety. Recent incidents of violence perpetrated against international students raised 
alarms about their safety while working and living in this country (see Hartcher, 
2010).  
The Nyland et al. (2009) findings are similarly contrary to the findings of 
Shepherd and Rane (2012) in which students favourably compared their sense and 
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experience of safety in Australia in comparison to the US and the UK.  This extended 
to young women who wore the hijab and to those who also wore “Saudi style attire 
covering the face” (p. 1). One interview respondent simply said, “I am safe here” (p. 
1). 
Law and unlawful activity 
Addictive behaviour can be detrimental to students and therefore needs to be 
appropriately addressed by support staff at the University or referred to health 
professionals. Many younger students are addicted to social media (Montgomery, 
2010). This may seem a relatively harmless activity but can ultimately consume the 
time of students who should be occupied with other study related activities. 
Gambling can put precious resources at risk and has potential to damage one’s 
freedom and security (Bista & Foster, 2011). Such a lifestyle can easily lead to 
crime. Students are required to gain basic understanding of laws of host countries 
and the consequences of breaking those laws. Students caught up in these activities 
find it hard to escape, especially if criminal activity ensues. This development will 
ultimately cause their demise as students and their return home destitute in multiple 
ways with self-esteem in tatters (Armitage, 2008). 
Affective challenges for international students  
It is important to consider the impact of the experience of being an international 
student on the individual, that is, in terms of personal or affective challenges. 
International students also face challenges related to cultural, and personal barriers 
although many still persevere and even succeed in studying abroad (Bista & Foster, 
2011). Those addressed in this section are: (i) altered identity; (ii) alienation, 
homesickness and loneliness; and (iii) issues with social integration. 
Altered identity  
Russell, Rosenthal and Thomson (2010) argued that international students are forced 
to disengage somewhat from their constructed reality and are pushed into a reality 
with which they are unfamiliar or pushed to adopt an altered identity. Armitage 
(2008) raised the concern of altered senses of identity and identified any subsequent 
loss of identity largely as an undesirable consequence of being an international 
student. Tran (2011) referred to Vietnamese students experience a challenge to their 
ethnic identity while living and studying overseas.  
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The notion of altered identity rests within the concept of cultural relativism 
which suggests that people adapt their beliefs, systems and actions to suit another 
culture with which they are trying to connect (Robbins & Coulter, 2008). This is 
most often seen in the world of business as firms seek to globalise their operation and 
come to an understanding that intercultural competency is critical if they are to be 
successful (Hill, et al., 2008). It could be argued there is little difference between a 
business exporting its product or service to an offshore country and a university 
exporting educational services onshore (M. Peng, 2014). When businesses export 
offshore they will do everything possible to satisfy the consumer and make their 
product or service useful to that consumer in their own country (Deresky & 
Christopher, 2012). When foreign students are “sold” education packages that 
require students to travel to and live in the host country, the same premise should 
apply (see Students as customers, this chapter). The situational environment in which 
learning is to take place is foreign and students require additional support. It is 
suggested this way of thinking is not natural for institutions (Deresky & Christopher, 
2012). The tacit belief is that students must adapt themselves if they are going to get 
the benefits of the product they have purchased. 
There may be a counter-argument that some students actively seek altered 
states of identity. Living and studying in a far-away land may appear an exciting, 
romantic adventure. It may be an escape from a boring and uneventful life. An 
altered identity may be an outcome that appeals to many students and some might 
not relish the change and thrive on the challenge (Gmelch, 1997). Yet according to 
McInnis et al. (1995) there is a greater incidence of student meltdown when faced 
with this altered reality. This would indicate a greater need for host institutions to be 
more aware of what they are demanding of students in terms of altering their 
identities and to plan how to mitigate their effects. 
Alienation, homesickness and loneliness  
Alienation from familiar surroundings and people can increase the fear of not being 
able to adapt, which may lead to anxiety. One writer attributes these challenges for 
international students to the stigma or liability of being foreign (after Hymer, 1976) 
and suggested that students struggle to understand the rules and customs of the 
foreign land where they are now living, which leads to alienation (M. Peng, 2014). 
Isolation from friendship and familiar social structures means an international 
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student has to be more self-reliant. This is a notion that is new to many international 
students and challenges efficacy on several levels (Twigg, 2002).  
According to Armitage (2008), loneliness and homesickness can strike 
anyone who is displaced from their familiar surroundings for any significant period 
of time. This is especially true when the objective underpinning the displacement 
requires one to engage in challenging activity such as tertiary study. If this activity 
requires support and engaging with that support is perceived to be culturally 
improper or otherwise leads students to believe that such support would be a waste of 
their or their tutor’s time, then such resources may not be enacted (Fink, 2003). The 
sense of loneliness can be exacerbated as one is imbued with a desire to be 
somewhere else and engaging in more familiar activity (Armitage, 2008). This is 
particularly the case relating to international students (Hellsten, 2010). 
Issues with social integration 
Social integration has been identified as a critical factor in supporting successful, 
engaging and satisfying learning experiences (Dunstan, 2009). Social integration 
involves interpersonal connectedness and is frequently measured by, amongst others, 
individual self-reports of the numbers and types of social relationships, the extent of 
participation in a variety of social activities, or the perception of being an integrated 
member of the community. Considerable work has been undertaken in defining 
social integration in the field of sociology, particularly in relation to mental and 
physical wellbeing, and classic studies have demonstrated that socially-integrated 
individuals have less risk of mental illness or suicide (Faris, 1934).  
As international students commonly experience comprehensive social 
separation and isolation as they move from their familiar community into the 
unknown (Coates, 2004; Seah, 2008), social integration is a critical consideration for 
them and cannot be assumed to happen spontaneously when they enrol in a 
university study program in Australia. Social integration or interconnectedness is 
essential to mental and emotional health and supports better learning outcomes. 
Australian universities are under pressure to support the social integration of their 
increasingly diverse student populations (Severiens & Wolff, 2008). 
According to Marginson (2010), it is rare that education for international 
students in English-speaking countries equates with the rich intercultural experience 
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the marketing brochures often describe. Montgomery (2010) indicated that for many 
international students, a major disappointment is failure to experience social 
integration or establish meaningful local friendships. Despite this, some international 
students are open to new experiences and undergo significant personal 
transformations during their sojourn abroad (Montgomery, 2010).  
The issues raised in this section and the section presented immediately before 
it, (see International students in Australia: Selected cases, this chapter), can be 
categorised under generalised headings. The headings are: Language, Learning, 
Relationships, Intercultural competence, Living/social integration, and 




Hegemony of the English language (Deresky & Christopher, 2012). 
Language is both the symbol of ethnic identity and the most profound expression of culture 
(Abukhattala, 2013). 
 Lack of familiarity with Australian accents (Nayak & Venkatraman, 2010). 
 Difficulty with the nuances of English usage (Krause, et al., 2005; Sawir, 2005) 
 Difficulty with non-native accents (Joseph & Stone, 2005) 
 Lack of familiarity with discipline language/ language of business (Biggs & Tang, 




Advice … provided by staff to students, particularly verbal, were either not understood or 
quickly forgotten as students failed to connect with this information (Grayson, 2008). 
 Overall satisfaction with teaching and learning (Grayson, 2008). 
 Initial unfamiliarity with student-centered pedagogy (Wong, 2004). 
 Increasing familiarity and preference for student-centered pedagogy (Wong, 2004). 
 Unfamiliarity with class protocols (Hellsten, 2010; Novera, 2004; Ward, et al., 2001) 
 Difficulties with unfamiliar course organisation (Nayak & Venkatraman, 2010).  
 Difficulties with unfamiliar assessment practices (Nayak & Venkatraman, 2010). 
 Difficulty in comprehending instructions (Grayson, 2008). 
 Unfamiliarity with the concept of critical thinking, original authorship/plagiarism 
(Biggs & Tang, 2009; Burns, 1991; Hellmundt & Fox, 2003; Hellsten, 2010; 
Ramsden, 2003). 
Unfamiliarity with group work and collaborative processes (Ofori-Attah, 2008). 




 Acculturation Dilemma (Tran, 2011) - initial intention to integrate into Australian 
society but stayed within own ethnic/cultural group. 
 Relationships with lecturers and tutors. 
 Refrain from asking questions (Volet & Ang, 2012). 
 Unwilling to refute or criticise/challenge teachers (Hellsten, 2010; Volet & Ang, 
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2012; Ward, et al., 2001). 
 Relationships with peers.(Cathcart, et al., 2006), 
 Noted unwillingness of local/domestic peers to offer support (Cathcart, et al., 2006; 
Krause, et al., 2005). 
 Cultural mistrust of hosts and other international students (Tran, 2011). 





“to be a cross cultural learner. …  requires courage, determination and persistence to 
succeed ... . There are many cultural elements that the learners need to adjust to, get used 
to, learn or unlearn” (Abukhattala, 2013). 
 Belief that overseas experience enhances intercultural competence (C. Peng, 
2008). 
 Cultural mistrust of hosts and other international students (Tran, 2011). 
 Appreciating/understanding the Australian sense of humour (Grayson, 2008). 
 
Living/ Social integration 
 Accommodation issues (Armitage, 2008; Carlson & Widman, 1988; Cathcart, et al., 
2006; Sawir, et al., 2008).Racism (AHRC, 2010; Armitage, 2008; Burns, 1991; 
Gunaratne, 2004; Hartcher, 2010; Mansouri & Trembath, 2005; Tran, 2011) 
 Cultural mistrust of hosts and other international students (Sawir, 2005; Tran, 
2011). 
 Violence (abuse and assault) (AHRC, 2010; Armitage, 2008; Burns, 1991; 
Hartcher, 2010; Larsen, et al., 2011). 
 Safety concerns (Nyland, et al., 2009). 
 
Personal/Affective impacts 
The liability of being foreign (Hymer, 1976) 
 Altered identity (Armitage, 2008; Gmelch, 1997; McInnis, et al., 1995; Russell, et 
al., 2010; Tran, 2011) 
 Alienation (Armitage, 2007; M. Peng, 2014; Tran, 2011). 
 Homesickness and loneliness (Armitage, 2008; Hellsten, 2010; Seah, 2008). 
 Disappointment in lack of interaction with local students (Nesdale & Todd, 1993). 
 Disappointment with lack of care offered by homestay “parents” (Armitage, 2008). 
 Risk of mental illness and suicide (Faris, 1934), “meltdown” (McInnis, et al., 1995).  
Figure 2.1.  Summary of issues reported by international students 
International students: Overview of benefits 
There are considerable benefits for international students who study in Australia such 
as gaining a high quality, internationally recognised education, as well as the 
opportunity to experience life in another country (ABS, 2011; Minister for Foreign 
Affairs, 2014a, 2014b). As introduced in Chapter One, perhaps the primary 
advantage for students to study abroad is the opportunity to learn new cultures and 
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adapt to new learning environments with real-life experiences (Abukhattala, 2013; 
Avirutha, et al., 2005). For instance, students seek to increase intercultural awareness 
and prepare for diverse careers that may be enhanced due to earlier exposure to 
intercultural learning environments (Dalglish & Evans, 2008; Montgomery, 2010). 
(Bashraheel, 2013) cited a Saudi graduate with a U.S. degree who said that:  
Being immersed in one country tends to give us a limited view of our world. 
Traveling outside the country will show you how America affects and fits 
into all of humanity. From the vantage point of someone else’s culture you 
can truly see your own. By being exposed to so many diverse traditions you 
will understand the significance of keeping your own traditions alive. (para. 
16) 
This section will first consider: (i) the benefits as expressed by US students studying 
abroad; and (ii) the benefits accrued by families and broader communities. 
US students abroad 
Two studies of US students in overseas universities provide interesting insights into 
as well as pose a challenge to the suggested benefits to be gained through being an 
international student. The first of these, a study by Carlson and Widman (1988), 
provided insights into the experience of international students from a benefits 
perspective. The purpose of their investigation was to assess changes in attitudes and 
perceptions toward international understanding by US university students who had 
spent a year of study abroad at a European university (Carlson & Widman, 1988). 
Using a quasi-experimental design, a questionnaire was sent to 450 students who 
spent their junior year abroad and 800 students who remained on their home campus 
during their junior year. The questionnaire asked for retrospective views before the 
junior year as well as for views currently held. In addition, participants were queried 
concerning shifts in attitudes during the junior year. Consistent with the main 
hypotheses guiding the study, the results indicated increased levels of international 
political concern, cross-cultural interest, and cultural cosmopolitanism for the study 
abroad group. This group also reported more positive, yet also more critical views of 
the United States than did the comparison group (Carlson & Widman, 1988).  
Participants in the Carlson and Widman (1988) study believed that the most 
important aspect of their experience was learning to live with others. One participant 
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found it was easier to make friends as the living space was shared and, “you were 
new and shiny so people made friends with you” (p. 17). Another found it 
“exhausting being the best version of yourself all the time” (p. 17).  In interview, one 
participant conceded that, “you do learn stuff about yourself but it is more about 
having fun” (Carlson & Widman, 1988, p. 17).  
In terms of globalisation, most students in the Carlson and Widman (1988) 
study indicated a responsibility to “go out and discover the world” (p. 17). It was 
found, as a result of their experiences, they did feel more “global” (p. 17).  One 
witnessed events surrounding a G20 summit in London. He felt as though he was in 
“the capital of the world” (p. 17) and had learned a great deal about global 
citizenship. All 150 participants made personal connections with people from other 
countries and most reported a sense of being “intellectually” linked to the world. 
They also believed the connections they made could help advance their career, with 
close to half feeling more willing, more likely to spend more time overseas studying 
or working (Carlson & Widman, 1988). Although more than half of the students in 
Carlson and Widman’s study indicated a tendency to be more “global” as a result of 
studying and living overseas, their experiences with students from other countries led 
them to believe that some nationalities such as Australians are perhaps more aware of 
the rest of the world than others they had met. They thus became more critical of 
their own country’s approach to the world. The same phenomenon has been noted 
amongst Saudi students returning home. Bashraheel, (2013) cited the instance of a 23 
year old Law graduate who returned to experience “disappointment” in “one of the 
most backward judicial systems in the world, which is improving at a very slow 
pace” (para. 19). 
The second of the studies of US international students to be considered in this 
section is by Feinberg (2002) of American higher education students who had 
studied in Central America, Europe, and Africa (n=30). The students in the study 
reported learning more about themselves rather than learning about cultural 
difference. The purpose of Feinberg’s (2002) study was to understand what students 
learned about other people and their cultures as a result of their educational 
experiences. With the outside world apparently, “no more than a fantasy playground 
whose only real inhabitants are obsessed with our commodities” (p. 20), many 
students failed to see the poverty, inequalities and some of the other glaring problems 
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experienced by the permanent residents of the country they were visiting (Feinberg, 
2002). Although they were articulate, thoughtful, young people, most interviewees in 
Feinberg’s study offered trivial superficial answers when asked what they actually 
learned about themselves, other cultures, and their own culture. Even when prompted 
to be specific and give examples, most responses centered on concrete issues such as 
the cost of transport, comparisons with certain types of food, differences in accents 
spoken by the people in the host country and the weather (Feinberg, 2002). 
In Feinberg’s (2002) study, many of the comments about learning to live 
independently in a community related to university residences. Although students 
claimed their experiences enabled them to “do the real thing—not to be a tourist” (p. 
20), more systematic questions need to be asked about the level at which they 
meaningfully engaged with their host culture. If most lived in residential college 
dormitories and made friends with mostly English speakers, the level of engagement 
with people in their host nation needs further consideration and probably more 
appropriate action to understand how this contributes to their experience (Feinberg, 
2002). The overall experience that emerged was that these students remained 
separate from the cultures they evidenced the same “acculturation dilemma” that 
Tran (2011) suggested was faced by Vietnamese students in Australia (see 
International students: Overview of issues, this chapter). Grayson (2008) suggested 
that international students who sought out friends from their own nationalities and 
communicated mainly in their mother tongue, even though they were resident in 
student community accommodation, have a limited experience of their host countries 
(Grayson, 2008).  
A further description of this superficial interaction with the host community 
is seen in the notion of international students as “sojourners” (first described by 
Church, 1982) which may serve as a useful way to cope with foreign cultures. 
Pedersen, Neighbors, Larimer and Lee (2011) defined a “sojourner adjustment” as a 
form of acculturation which lessened psychological and sociocultural difficulties 
faced by those temporarily in foreign countries.  
Benefits to others 
There are other stakeholders beyond students themselves who are beneficiaries of 
students’ education. For example, Layton et al. (2012) argued that benefits, known as 
positive externalities, can accrue to a significant larger audience well beyond the 
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primary participants. In this instance, primary participants are the international 
students and externalities may extend to students’ family members, future employers 
and greater members of society, including government (Dwyer & Peters, 2004). 
Parents perceive different benefits not only for their offspring but for themselves. 
They may be quite proud of their child and relish the chance to boast of their child 
being educated in a land that may be more highly esteemed in relation to their own in 
terms of prestige and academic rigour. They naturally delight in the accomplishment 
of their child and the enhanced education and future career opportunities. Happiness 
and wellbeing of children is paramount to parents and many will sacrifice and save 
the required cash to fund their child’s education abroad (Synott, 2004).  
The benefit extends to villages and communities as their educated young 
people return and find important jobs that build and improve their communities 
(Layton, et al., 2012). Governments in many countries recognise the value of 
graduates who are trained in foreign schools and offer graduate programs to lure 
students into state-valued jobs. Education opens doors to many opportunities and it is 
understandable that graduates who have become culturally competent (Otten, 2003) 
through exposure to new cultures, languages and experiences would be highly sought 
after by governments, particularly in developing countries (Lustig & Koester, 1993). 
Cultural and intercultural competency 
One of the major educational goals of the globalisation of higher education is to 
prepare students to function in an international and inter-cultural context (C. Peng, 
2008). Cultural diversity on university campuses creates a number of ideal social 
forums for inter-cultural learning. This section addresses the related aspects of 
cultural differences, cultural and intercultural competency, culture shock and 
ethnocentrism.  
As with expectations and experiences, intercultural competency is a key 
component of the conceptual framework underpinning this study (Figure 1.2) and is 
the focus of Research Question 3 (RQ3). This section begins with three critical 
frameworks which have informed this study and which have been to interpret the 
data and to develop the study’s conclusions. These frameworks are: (i) Dimensions 
of culture (Hofstede, 1997); (ii) Components of cultural competency (Martin & 
Vaughn, 2007); and (iii) Stages of intercultural competency (ACIIE, 1996).  
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Dimensions of culture (Hofstede, 1997) 
Hofstede (1997) examined “dimensions of culture” through a series of studies over 
three decades. The overarching aim was to examine the way people think, or fail to 
think, as members of cultural groups. Hofstede (1997) claimed that people around 
the world are “perilously incompetent” in awareness and comprehension of 
differences between the cultures that populate the Earth. One of Hofstede’s seminal 
studies (1997) presented dimensions by which culture can be identified or 
categorised. Hofstede’s dimensions are: power distance, uncertainty avoidance, 
masculine/feminine culture characteristics, individualism or collectivism orientation 
and time-frame orientation.  
An understanding of these dimensions, particularly power distance, 
individualism and uncertainty avoidance assist the current study in understanding the 
experience that international students have when studying in Australia.  
1. Power distance refers to the extent to which less powerful members of an 
organisation or institution accept that power is distributed unequally in favour 
of the more powerful member. This can apply in families, school and in 
whole communities.  
2. Uncertainty avoidance refers to the extent by which societal members feel 
threatened by uncertainty and strive to maintain predictable order in all their 
plans and operations. 
3. Masculine/Feminine characteristics. Masculine cultures are those where 
societal members tend to be more assertive, ambitious and strive for material 
success. In contrast, feminine cultures are characterised by modesty, 
sympathy, relationships and conflict resolution.  
4. Individualism is the degree by which members of a society are tied together. 
In an individualist dimension, members are loosely tied together and 
everyone is expected to look after themselves first and then their family.  
5. Collectivism is the opposite to individualism. It is where members are 
integrated into cohesive groups that care for each other interdependently. 
Loyalty to the society is far more important than individual quest for self-
gratification or actualisation.  
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6. Time-frame orientation measures cultural differences in how time is used. 
This is relevant not only in personal lives but in business transactions as well. 
Some cultures see time as linear, unfolding stage by stage and directing one’s 
activities throughout the day. Time can be maximised or wasted. In other 
cultures, time is for enjoying life’s activities. Social activities are particularly 
important and should not interfere with other commitments of a less social 
nature such as a business meeting (Hofstede, 1997). It has been noted that 
Arab students, such as those who were the participants in this study, seem to 
find it particularly difficult in their adjustment as they are more accustomed 
to a relaxed daily schedule where time and place are not nearly as important 
as connecting with people (Gelb, 2012). 
According to Hofstede’s (1997) theory, these dimensions of culture, in 
particular, differ dramatically between Middle Eastern countries such as Saudi 
Arabia and Australia. Examples will be identified in this section where these key 
dimensions may have affected the international students’ overall experience as 
students in Australia (see, for example, Montgomery, 2010; McInnis, et al., 1995; 
Mahat & Hourigan, 2007).  These dimensions informed the analysis of culture shock 
in this study (see Discussion of intercultural competency, Chapter Six). 
Components of cultural competency (Martin & Vaughn, 2007) 
Martin and Vaughn (2007) suggested that there are four components of cultural 
competency which build from an individual or egocentric perspective to a more 
global perspective. These are: (a) awareness of one’s own cultural world-view; (b) 
attitude towards cultural difference; (c) knowledge of different cultural practices and 
others’ world-views; and (d) cross-cultural skills. 
a. Awareness of one’s own cultural world-view  
Culturally competent individuals are aware of their own cultural views. According to 
Lustig and Koestner (2005), an individual determines what constitutes culture. 
Chamberlain (2005) argued that culture is comprised of values, norms and traditions 
that affect how one thinks, acts and perceives the world. As individuals seek to 
understand their own culture, a greater capacity exists to understand and accept 
others (Hirsch, Kett, & Trefil, 2002). Such understanding develops through 
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examining one’s cultural legacy through historical inquiry, questioning assumptions, 
attitudes and behaviours. 
b. Attitude towards cultural difference 
When individuals become aware of differences between other cultures and their own, 
they evaluate the other culture purely from the perspective of their own culture (C. 
Peng, 2008). For example, and as previously noted, many Asian students studying in 
western countries consider western peers to be rude when questioning or disagreeing 
with teaching staff as this is not done in their own culture (Ward, et al., 2001). 
Deresky and Christopher (2012) contended that those who observe unfamiliar 
cultural behaviour in others make little effort to comprehend the underlying cultural 
differences.  
c. Knowledge of different cultural practices and others’ world-views 
Deeper investigation of cultural views and practices usually only occurs when a 
significant relationship with others from different cultures is forged where 
understanding and collaboration are required (Vuckovic, 2008). This may occur in 
personal relationships, in business environments or an international education 
environment, which is the context of this study. 
d. Cross-cultural skills  
Possessing cross-cultural skills suggests having capacity to function effectively 
within a context of culturally-integrated patterns of human behaviour as defined by a 
group (Deresky & Christopher, 2012). To be skilled in cross-cultural functioning 
means learning new patterns of behaviour and applying them effectively in 
appropriate settings. For example, students who come from China who are not 
accustomed to argumentative language learn how to adopt a more critical perspective 
when discussing topics in class and in their written work. One of the important 
assertions by Lustig and Koester (1993) is that people wishing to be effective in 
cross-cultural engagements need to understand dimensions of culture. Knowledge of 
one’s own culture and that of other relevant parties will assist in acquiring and 
developing cross-cultural skills. 
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The American Council on International Intercultural Education (ACIIE, 1996) 
The American Council on International Intercultural Education (ACIIE, 1996) 
argued for four stages that help understand acquisition of intercultural competency. 
These stages will be used to structure the findings on intercultural competency in this 
study (see Intercultural competency, Chapter Six). 
 The first stage relates to individuals’ recognition and acceptance of global 
systems and the need for them to understand their own attitudes towards 
cultural differences.  
 The second stage concerns direct experiences that individuals have in other 
countries or in their own country with people from other lands and 
intercultural skills that are developed or need to be further developed to 
ensure mutual understanding.  
 The third stage requires some advanced level of general knowledge about the 
world. This may be limited to a working knowledge of regions of the world. 
Such knowledge would incorporate history, politics, geographical features 
and economic issues that exist in those parts of the world. This creates a 
robust platform from which diverse conversations can be launched.  
 The fourth stage suggests detailed area studies specialisation is required 
which implies that interculturally-competent people have expertise in more 
than one language. Ideally this expertise is developed through direct and 
extensive experience. Living in more than one country for extensive periods 
with perpetual contact with locals and systems is critical to developing this 
arm of intercultural competency (ACIIE, 1996). Lustig and Koester (1993) 
argued that unless experience is acquired in two other countries/cultures, then 
it is too easy to reduce human diversity to a single dimension of difference, 
that is, “us and them.” 
The ACIIE framework lays an important platform for understanding how 
intercultural competency can be measured and therefore developed. The following 
section presents a detailed discussion of the relevant concepts, namely:  (i) culture 
shock; (ii) ethnocentrism; and (iii) cultural intelligence.  
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Culture shock 
As previously noted (Chapter One), culture shock refers to the anxiety and feelings 
of disorientation and uncertainty that people feel when they have to function within a 
different and unknown culture (Christofi & Charles, 2007).  At its simplest, culture 
shock is a personal disorientation to unfamiliar environment (Deresky & Christopher, 
2012). Hofstede (1997) went so far as to suggest that people become “as infants” 
again in learning new patterns of behaviour. 
When international students leave the comfort of their homes and travel to 
new countries, the journey is not merely physical (Dalglish & Evans, 2008). Culture 
shock is a temporary stress reaction where psychological and physical rewards are 
painfully uncertain, therefore difficult to control or predict (Deresky & Christopher, 
2012). Almutari and McCarthy (2014) described the experiences of non-Saudi 
nursing staff in Saudi Arabia and the linguistic and cultural difficulties they 
encountered in their practice with Saudi Arabian patients. 
International students lack a useful point of reference, social norms and rules 
that could help guide their actions and assist in understanding actions and behaviours 
of others (Dalglish & Evans, 2008). This leads to alienation, powerlessness, social 
isolation and estrangement (see International students: Overview of issues, this 
chapter). Many of these symptoms of culture shock stem from difficulties with 
language, particularly the contextual use of language (Guirdham, 1999): and, in 
reverse, can be moderated by previous experience, competence in language and a 
personal willingness to engage with the new environment. 
The findings from Novera’s study (see International students: Overview of 
issues, this chapter) that identify cultural difference as a key factor in difficulties of 
adjustment have been supported by other studies (see, for example, Hoecklin, 1995; 
Hofstede, 1997; Montgomery, 2010). Of significance in Novera’s (2004) study were 
Indonesian students’ difficulties with English, particularly in the classroom, the 
combined power of the language and culture, and the importance of Muslim identity 
as part of participants’ Indonesian cultural background. Issues that related to power 
distance, individualism or collectivism and uncertainty avoidance recurred most 
frequently. These dimensions of culture refer to different power bases between 
people that affect their behaviour towards each other, an orientation towards 
satisfying one’s own needs rather than the collective good and the degree to which 
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one tolerates unclear goals and outcomes (Hofstede, 1997). It is clear that Indonesian 
preferences for ambiguity (vagueness), collectivism, non-confrontation and formality 
in dealing with authority affected these participants. The study also confirmed 
previous findings about certain definable benefits of positive social interactions 
between locals and internationals (Novera, 2004).  
It is useful to consider the phases of culture shock initially developed by 
Oberg (1954/1960) based on the experiences of western missionaries in overseas 
countries. This seminal mapping has four distinct phases: 
 Honeymoon (Euphorie) - The first phase is characterised by enthusiasm and a 
positive attitude towards the new unfamiliar culture. This is what has been 
characterised in this thesis through its discussion of expectations (see Chapter 
Four). 
 Adjustment (Anpassung). The second phase is the most challenging and 
typified by discomfort, feelings of unsuitability and rejection. Oberg 
(1954/1960) explained that “if you overcome it [this phase] you stay; if not, 
you leave before you reach the stage of a nervous breakdown” (p. 178). This 
stage has been captured in this thesis through its discussion of experiences 
(see Chapter Five). 
 Regression. In the third stage, attitudes change, interest in the culture is 
heightened and the sense of acceptance increases. This stage has been 
captured through the member checking interview (Interview 2) and reported 
throughout the thesis (see Member Checking, Chapters Four, Five, and Six). 
 Recovery (Erholung). The final stage is reached when the individual recovers 
from the “shock” and accepts the new culture. This stage, or movement 
towards this stage, is the subject of this chapter on intercultural competency. 
These phases were adopted in this study in the analysis of student-reported 
experiences, particularly in regard to the learning environment. Of particular interest 
was the realisation of a connection between these stages and Hosftede’s (1997) 
categorisation of uncertainty avoidance. 
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Ethnocentrism 
It is argued that ethnocentrism is on the rise (Deresky & Christopher, 2012). 
Ethnocentrism is a condition that influences the development of prejudice and 
stereotypes of one’s own ethnic group (the in-group) towards foreigners (the out-
group) based on a foreigner‘s ethnic group or background (Hill, et al., 2008). If left 
unmonitored in a classroom environment, ethnocentrism can perpetuate prejudice 
and stereotypes against certain students. Bousquet (2012) reported on the negative 
impact on international students’ experience when in-group students from other 
cultures treat international students poorly. When such treatment is prompted by 
ethnocentric tendencies, it can often be deeply entrenched and may require 
appropriate intervention by university personnel.  
One of the more disturbing aspects of the internationalisation of higher 
education in many western countries is the lack of interactions between local and 
international students particularly from Asian backgrounds (Krause, et al., 2005). A 
study by Volet and Ang (2012) examined the factors that international students 
believe affect the formation of mixed groups for the completion of activities and 
academic tasks when studying at university. Students were asked what factors were 
considered when making choices about group membership and what consequences 
were experienced as a result of their choices in relation to outcomes of group 
interactions. The study also explored the nature of change in students’ perceptions 
after a successful experience of mixed group work. The findings from Volet and 
Ang’s (2012) study suggested that both local and international students have equal 
responsibility to overcome barriers in creating social and study-related working 
relationships. Both cohorts may be apprehensive about pushing themselves outside 
their social “comfort zones” but as mutually enjoyable rewards are on offer, there is 
much to be gained by international students taking a chance in seeking association 
and even friendships with students from different cultural backgrounds (Armitage, 
2008). 
The implication for education in capitalist democracies is that views about 
teaching, learning and practical uses of knowledge are firmly embedded in the host 
country context. Students are taught by lecturers who already subscribe (or learn to 
subscribe) to dominant teaching pedagogies that support the contexts of the host 
culture. Lustig and Koester (1993) argued that people from most western nations 
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believe their teaching and learning methodologies are superior to others. Similarly, 
those operating strong industrialised and high quality service-providing economies 
are convinced that their learning systems will prepare graduates for high paying jobs 
in their communities and are of sufficient quality and effectiveness. The assumption 
is that students can adjust their thinking and indeed their entire cultural 
predispositions to learn in the same way as every other student. This view suggests a 
setting aside of a premise espoused by Ramsden (2003) which declared that learning 
is best developed through the lens of students rather than educators. Students connect 
new information with elements of their world that already exist. If new information 
does not connect, it follows that students need to make a “new place” for the 
knowledge to settle and create new relationships to other knowledge. This suggests 
that educators need to be more aware of their students’ learning needs (Biggs & 
Tang, 2009) and to acknowledge and contain their parochialism.  
Cultural intelligence 
Adjustment is thought to be developed through the “cultural intelligence” that 
students possess or acquire in the first months of residing in foreign countries (Earley 
& Mosakowski, 2004). According to Earley and Mosakowski (2004), international 
students can acquire five profiles with associated characteristics: local, analyst, 
natural, mimic or chameleon: 
 The local works well with students from same backgrounds but not with 
people from different cultural backgrounds.  
 The analyst observes students from other cultures and plans a strategy for 
interacting with them.  
 The natural relies on intuition rather than systematic learning strategies when 
dealing with foreigners.  
 The mimic seeks to make situations comfortable when interacting with those 
from different cultures by adopting the same posture and communication 
styles.  
 The chameleon is very adept at fitting in with other cultures and may even be 
mistaken for a local. This ability provides great benefits for the person as they 
can acquire skills as an insider as well as maintain an outsider perspective. 
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(Earley & Mosakowski, 2004) 
These profiles were used in this study to categorise student-reported 
interactions with domestic students and others. Applying the profiles allowed a 
clearer understanding of students’ development of intercultural competency. 
Implications for institutions and academics  
Universities around the world open their doors to many thousands of international 
students each year (Carnoy, 2000) and, as previously noted, Australia is no exception 
in this (Australian Government, 2014). The rationale for doing so has been noted in 
the literature (see, for example, MOHE, 2011b) and is often expressed in terms of a 
desire to increase intercultural learning (Ippolito, 2007) and to support the 
development of cultural intelligence (Earley & Mosakowski, 2004). Ippolito (2007) 
further argued that while this premise is rich in nobility, the realities suggest that 
little is being done by universities to change entrenched institutional culture and 
attitudes and behaviours of staff towards how curricula is delivered to international 
students.  
The number of international students and the significant differences in 
cultures that they represent seems to act as a self-fulfilling impetus for a standard 
“one-size fits all” treatment of international students. This is to say that little or no 
extra effort is seen as necessary from educators to provide a rich educational 
experience for students, as demand remains constant (Armitage, 2008). International 
students are thus treated the same as domestic students. The attempt to support 
students would appear to be based upon perspectives of institutions as to what 
constitutes good teaching and learning practice within domestic communities rather 
than approaches that may be applied more globally (Ramsden, 2003) with Van Hook 
(2011) (as previously noted) going so far as to accuse US institutions of 
ethnocentrism. While this “one-size” approach arguably satisfies notions of equality, 
it fails to acknowledge needs of diverse cohorts (Hellsten, 2010).  
Further to this, Arambewela and Hall (2011) drew attention to the challenges 
that universities face in educating “increasingly diverse and mobile student 
community with changing demands and aspirations” (p. 1807). Teekens (2003) 
argued the importance of rejecting deficit paradigms concerning how international 
students assimilate and stressed the importance of understanding the extent of the 
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interconnectedness of home and international students’ multiple identities, positions 
and needs (see Figure 2.1). 
Institutions and academics can do more to pro-actively support international 
students in meeting their goals. For example, Arab students in two Canadian 
universities reported the belief that their lecturers’ awareness of their home culture, 
learning styles, and frustrations in adjustment (culture shock) would assist them 
(Abukhattala, 2013). A critical implication for institutions and academics would 
therefore relate to individual’s undertaking training to improve their own levels of 
intercultural competency and to, at least, be introduced to established frameworks 
(see, for example, Ridings, et al., 2008, cited in Freeman, 2010; Martin & Vaughn, 
2007). A number of researchers have provided informed advice as how best to assist 
international students throughout their university experience (see, for example, 
Freeman, 2010; Ramburuth & Adis Tahhan, 2008; Sidoryn & Slade, 2008) 
A cultural difference of particular interest to the study described in this thesis 
relates to the concept of time. According to Hofstede (1997), Arab cultures have 
significantly different views concerning time, described as time-frame orientation. 
Australians, for example, tend to be monochronic and see time as linear, plan around 
time and see the connections between past, present and future (Hofstede, 1997). 
Time is to be spent, saved, made up or wasted. Generally, one task is completed 
before another one is begun (Deresky & Christopher, 2012).  
Arabs are more likely to be polychronic (Hofstede, 1997). This means they 
tolerate many things at the same time. They see time as infinite and involvement with 
people to be far more important than subscribing to deadlines (Deresky & 
Christopher, 2012). They may delay attending a meeting scheduled at a specific hour 
because a friend has turned up at their home and so are likely to engage with them 
rather than get to their appointment on time (Louie, Chandrasekar, & Wu, 2014; 
Rees-Caldwell & Pinnington, 2013). 
When students with polychronic orientation arrive late to class in a university 
in a western society such as Australia or submit assignments past the due date, there 
is likely to be some negative repercussions mostly with respect to marking penalties 
(Deresky & Christopher, 2012). This may be accompanied by some verbal backlash 
from teachers who are monochronic and become frustrated by students who arrive 
late to class and thus interrupt class (Gelb, 2012). Even if teachers are tolerant of 
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interruptions and take no personal affront, they may revert to the notion that 
university training prepares students for careers where they will presumably be 
required to meet deadlines and function in a predominantly monochronic manner 
(Gelb, 2012). They may chastise students and advise them that their behaviour is 
rude. This is a classic example of culture clash. The student fails to understand the 
fuss about being on time. An attempt to meet a commitment on the same day is quite 
acceptable to them whereas the teacher expects precision in the timeliness of all 
academic activities (Gelb, 2012).  A further implication for teachers of Arab students 
is an acceptance and tolerance of their differing time-frame orientation and the 
development of pro-active strategies to deal with this. 
It has been argued that host universities should provide structured 
opportunities for students to reflect on their experiences (Forsey, et al., 2012). By 
agreeing that the unique potential of studying overseas requires active intervention 
before, during, and after the overseas experience, it is imperative that universities do 
more than create opportunities for study abroad (Sidoryn & Slade, 2008). Enhancing 
the experiences of students requires mechanisms for reflective practice through 
preparatory workshops, in-country support of the learning trajectory of the students, 
more structured follow-up on their return, inviting students to reflect rigorously on 
their experiences, their learning, and how to use these experiences to better effect 
into the future. This is considered essential for all institutions that wish to create the 
type of experiences that students may be seeking (Hoecklin, 1995). The literature is 
silent about how institutions such as universities are doing this.  
It seems that universities that host international students are deficient in the 
investigation of the before and after aspects of their students’ lives with a myopic 
focus on the students during the tenure of study only (Mahat & Hourigan, 2007). 
There is little attempt to understand the background of each student and universities 
appear to make little or no effort to map career destinations for international 
graduates the way institutions do for their local students (Sidoryn & Slade, 2008). 
If students can be encouraged and even taught to embed their experiences in a 
considered analysis and reflection of their specific destination’s unique set of social 
and learning opportunities, a richer understanding can be gained that moves well 
beyond the important lifelong learning metaskills they acquire. The problem is that 
these “extras” require greater resources than are currently available to most 
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international universities. In the current climate of fiscal restraint, it is difficult to 
imagine administering universities being prepared to subsidise pedagogical programs 
required for more effective engagement with the study-abroad experience by 
students. If this is the case, it is argued that universities should become more realistic 
about what students can expect from their time overseas (Dwyer & Peters, 2004). 
All of the aforementioned fit within understandings of intercultural 
competency, one of the three elements which underpin this study (see Figure 2.1) and 
which forms the basis of Research Question 3 (see Research Questions, Chapter 
One). According to Ridings, Simpson, Leask, Freeman, Ramburuth, Treleaven, 
Sykes and Fletcher (2008), intercultural competence should be embedded in the 
curriculum for academic staff associated with international students. Staff who 
lecture, tutor or provide support services for international students need to increase 
their awareness of the importance of intercultural competence and to better prepare 
students to maximise benefits from offshore educational experiences. The aim should 
be to assist students in their efforts to develop the students’ own intercultural 
competency. A useful taxonomy for the development of intercultural competency is 
found in Figure 2.2.  
The taxonomy can also serve to prompt reflection on how current teaching 
and learning strategies can be adjusted to address other aspects of the taxonomy. It 
further assists educators to understand how those activities could be implemented in 
various ways to heighten awareness, understanding or autonomy. 
 85 
 
Figure 2.2.  Taxonomy for the development of intercultural competency (Ridings, et 
al., 2008, cited in Freeman, 2010, p. 111) 
This taxonomy, in turn, has clear connections with the frameworks 
introduced in this chapter (see, Cultural and intercultural competency, previous 
section). For example, the acknowledgement of one’s own as well as other cultures 
(increasing through awareness, understanding and autonomy) is evident in both 
Martin and Vaughn’s (2007) components of cultural competency and the ACIIE 
model with four stages describing the acquistion of intercultural competency (ACIIE, 
1996).  
Summary of the literature review 
This review has elucidated the experiences of students who study abroad. It 
commenced with a review of the notion of globalisation and investigated how and 
where education services are being offered throughout the world. The reasons why 
students choose to leave their homes to study abroad were investigated. A major part 
of the review investigated the types of experiences international students had while 
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away from their homes, studying in another country and the roles played by 
expectation and intercultural competency.  
The review was divided into six interdependent sections. The first section 
examined globalisation and the extent to which educational programs are aimed at 
international students. It also explored the notion of students as customers and to 
what extent higher education institutions adopted this view. The second section 
examined first year experiences of Australian university students with an emphasis 
on international students in Australian higher education institutions. Cases of 
international students from countries such as China and Vietnam were reviewed. 
Orientation programs and student services were discussed to highlight their 
effectiveness in generating high levels of satisfaction in international students. The 
third section reviewed literature concerning specific issues concerning international 
students such as language difficulties, learning challenges and relationship concerns. 
In the fourth section, an overview of the expected benefits of being an international 
student was presented with a further examination of how benefits also may accrue to 
students’ families and communities. The fifth section reviewed notions of cultural 
and intercultural competency and the related topics of culture shock and the 
complexity associated with adjustment issues. Finally, the sixth section reviewed 
implications for educators involved with international students. 
This concludes the literature review informing the current study. The 





Chapter Three:  Research Methodology 
This chapter will describe and justify the selection of the research methodology that 
informed this study, namely an intrinsic case study method (Grandy, 2010; Stake, 
1995). It will begin by examining the researcher’s selection of qualitative research 
paradigm and methods. The chapter will also provide detail of the research design 
including the phases of the study, its data collection and data analysis. This chapter 
will conclude with discussions of validity, authenticity and reliability of the study, its 
ethical considerations, and limitations. 
Overview of qualitative research 
Qualitative research blends numerous fields, theories, and subject matter, including 
traditions mainly associated with interpretivism, constructivism, critical theory, and 
cultural studies (Chase, 2005). Qualitative research has been described as an 
“interdisciplinary, transdisciplinary, and sometimes counterdisciplinary field” 
(Denzin & Lincoln, 1994, p. 3). Data based on human experiences can be powerful 
and often more compelling than quantitative data (Creswell, 2008). Complexities, 
subtleties and nuances concerning research participants are more appropriately 
examined that are often missed by inquiries that are more positivistic (Burns, 2000).  
It can be reasonably argued that the development of qualitative research was 
and has been influenced by ideological, social and political practices (Bogdan & 
Biklen, 2007). According to Gall, Gall and Borg (2007), there are three key traditions 
of qualitative research. The first investigates what may be termed lived experience 
and is often conducted in a cognitive psychological environment. It includes 
phenomenology and life history research. The second group focuses on investigating 
society and culture and may take the form of action research, ethnography, cultural 
studies and critical theory research. The third type explores language and 
communication (Gall, et al., 2007). Within this third group, several research 
traditions are employed, for instance, narrative analysis, ethnographic content 
analysis, semiotics, structuralism and poststructuralism (Gall, et al., 2007). This 
categorisation of research supports the assertions of Denzin and Lincoln (1994) 
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concerning multifaceted approaches to qualitative research. Qualitative research is a 
situated activity in that it locates the observer in the world; it is a set of interpretive 
practices and presents a socially constructed nature of reality (Denzin & Lincoln, 
1994). 
The defining features of qualitative research, according to Morrison (2002), 
are: (a) the study is conducted in a natural setting or context; and (b) that it draws its 
conclusions from rich data.  
a. Natural setting 
Qualitative research explores phenomena in their natural settings. This means 
qualitative researchers assume that the behaviour of the research study participant is 
significantly influenced by context (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). It is necessary to 
explore the behaviour of participants in natural settings to understand possible causes 
of phenomena and the extent of the effects experienced by the subject (Morrison, 
2012).  
b. Rich data 
Qualitative research assumes nothing is trivial and everything has the potential of 
being a clue to assist in understanding what is investigated (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). 
Therefore, data gleaned in qualitative research takes the form of words or pictures to 
present rich descriptions of the investigated phenomenon. Merriam (2009) argued 
that researchers conducting qualitative research are interested in how people interpret 
their experiences, what meaning they attribute to those experiences and ultimately 
how they construct their worlds.  
Qualitative research methodologies 
Qualitative methodologies may use descriptive statistics but are not concerned with 
statistical analysis. They seek to gather rich information about a relatively small 
number of participants (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2009). Some typical 
qualitative methodologies include ethnography, narrative, phenomenological 
research and case study. Every research tradition has strengths and shortcomings. For 
example, using quantitative approaches to understand human responses to 
phenomena may not produce sufficiently rich data. The guiding rule for selecting 
methodology is appropriateness of methodology to the research questions (Gall, et 
al., 2007).  
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The method chosen for this study was case study, a research strategy based 
upon empirical investigation of a particular phenomenon in its natural setting. It may 
involve one participant, event of circumstance but often uses multiple sources (Gall, 
et al., 2007). A case study can also analyse single and multiple cases of an issue 
(Patton, 2002). The specific method adopted by this study is described in more detail 
in the following section. 
Case study  
Yin (2003) noted that case study refers to a comprehensive research strategy with an 
all-encompassing method, which includes the logic of design, data collection 
techniques, and specific approaches to data analysis. As a comprehensive research 
methodology, it has been used in social sciences rather extensively and has been 
widely used in many forms of educational research (Gall, et al., 2007). 
Although quantitative researchers who enjoy positivist or post -positivist 
epistemological traditions also tend to argue the use of case study research, case 
studies are more likely to be used in qualitative inquiry (Yin, 2003). It would appear 
there is virtually no restriction to the number of topics or type of phenomenon in 
qualitative inquiry that can be explored by case studies (Gall, et al., 2007). The 
notion of case study as a valid choice by researchers has been described as a useful 
and even powerful form of qualitative research (Gall, et al., 2007). For an inquiry 
that is steeped in the field of education within a global framework, qualitative case 
study may be argued as an excellent method of exploration and discovery (Merriam, 
1998). 
Case study as a study inquiry may appropriately be defined as a research 
strategy which is used to examine various instances of phenomena in certain types of 
settings (Gall, et al., 2007) and which allows “an in-depth description and analysis of 
a bounded system” (Merriam, 2009, p. 43). The range of settings is extensive and 
offers the researcher some choices by which to validate the case study as the 
preferred research methodology (Creswell, 2008). It is about the particularity and 
complexity of a single case within important circumstances which is used to explore 
the detail of interaction of subjects in their contexts (Stake, 1995). Researchers, 
including Gall et al. (2007), determined that case studies are found to possess three 
key features: study of particular instances, in-depth study of the case and study of a 
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phenomenon in its real-life context. The first feature relates to understanding of a 
particular event or circumstance. The second suggests a deep study of all relevant 
details of a person, place or event. The third, akin to definitions previously noted in 
this chapter, seeks to explore an event, person or circumstance in its naturalistic 
setting. The findings of case study research cannot be generalised to larger 
populations. However, as Stake (1995) suggested, a qualitative case study is 
concerned with exploring phenomena in depth and its purpose is not the explicit 
pursuit of generalisation. This is particularly true of the intrinsic case study method 
chosen for this study. Baxter and Jack (2008) explained that Stake (1995) used: 
… the term intrinsic and suggests that researchers who have a genuine 
interest in the case should use this approach when the intent is to 
better understand the case. It is not undertaken primarily because the 
case represents other cases or because it illustrates a particular trait or 
problem, but because in all its particularity and ordinariness, the case 
itself is of interest. The purpose is NOT to come to understand some 
abstract construct or generic phenomenon. The purpose is NOT to 
build theory (although that is an option). (p. 548, emphases in 
original) 
The objective of the current study was to explore factors associated with 
perceptions of international students of their expectations and experiences and to 
consider broader understandings of intercultural competency. As will be detailed 
later in this chapter, students from a foreign country, namely Saudi Arabia, studying 
in Australia (n=14) were invited to participate in the study to explore their 
expectations and perceptions in detail. It was not the intention of the study to form 
new hypotheses concerning all international students from all countries who study 
abroad but rather to examine the perceptions of a small set of Saudi Arabian students 
from which a conclusion can be drawn that may be useful to educators in these 
Higher education institutions in Australia. This objective assisted the researcher in 
determining which case study method would be the most appropriate research 
methodology for the current study. The data collected from participants concerning 
their perceptions as international students in Australia form a case that is uniquely 
informed by the respondents. The study did not seek, for instance, to develop an in-
depth or generalisable theory of intercultural competency. 
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Concurring with Glesne’s (1999) view that the most distinctive facet of 
qualitative query is its emphasis on interpretation, Creswell (2008) further argued 
that “good” case studies are patient and reflective. They have depth and tease out all 
that is relevant and insightful (Yin, 2008). Case studies - under the banner of 
qualitative research - are argued as sharing these features, whereby continuous 
reflective interpretation is carried out throughout the whole research process to 
maximise understanding of the research (Creswell, 2008). The researcher in the 
current study (see also, Chapter 1, Role of the researcher) has allowed sufficient time 
to allow participants to express their perceptions, and, in some instances, their later 
reflections, in order to collect rich data. He has also been patient in deliberation 
concerning the findings. Personal reflection and engagement with data from study 
participants has enriched perspectives by the researcher concerning Saudi Arabian 
students. 
As outlined in the introduction to this thesis (see Overview of the study, 
Chapter One), Stake (1995) categorised case study into three types: intrinsic case 
study, instrumental case study, and collective study. Intrinsic case studies explore the 
particularity of the case itself and aim to achieve a comprehensive understanding of a 
particular case; instrumental case studies accomplish something more than just 
understanding of the case itself through examination of causes and associations, they 
provide a means to an end rather than being an end in themselves; while collective 
case studies concern the investigation and coordination of individual instrumental 
cases (Burns, 2000).  
The obverse of a collective (or multiple) case study is a single-case design 
where the focus is on one subject or group. Gerring (2004) explained that a case 
study should be “an intensive study of a single unit … a spatially bounded 
phenomenon – e.g. a nation-state, revolution, political party, election, or person – 
observed at a single point in time or over some delimited period of time” (p. 342). 
An intrinsic study is, by definition, “the study of the particularity and complexity of a 
single case” (Stake, 1995, p. xi). 
Yin (2003) categorised case studies as being: exploratory, explanatory, 
and descriptive. Exploratory case studies explore those situations in which the 
problem being investigated has no clear, single set of outcomes and are often used to 
define research questions and hypotheses; Explanatory case studies are used where 
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the researcher is seeking to explain the causal links in real-life interventions that are 
too complex for survey or experimental strategies; while descriptive case studies are 
often used to illustrate events and their specific context. Yin’s (2003) definition of a 
descriptive case study corresponds to Stake’s (1995) definition of an intrinsic case 
study while Stake’s (1995) definition of instrumental case studies can be seen to 
encompass both the exploratory and explanatory types suggested by Yin (2003) and 
University of Strathclyde (n.d.).  
Further, it can be argued that various scholars classify case studies into a 
number of types, such as historical, individual, group or organisational case studies, 
situational analysis or clinically based case study (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Burns, 
2000). These designations manifest a number of different combinations of research 
techniques.  
The current study is an example of a single case design with a common 
context but multiple embedded units of analysis. The larger unit of analysis in this 
study is the international student from Saudi Arabia having experiences in the 
context of higher education in Australia. Each student participant informing the study 
was thus regarded as a smaller unit (sub-unit) of analysis rather than an individual 
case. The larger picture is painted by the integration of the smaller canvasses 
(Bowling, 2002). The sub-units (participants) add significant opportunities for 
extensive analysis, enhancing the insights into the single case (Yin, 2009). 
Selection of case study type 
The selection of a research strategy is predicated upon the types of research questions 
that are posed by the study, the ability of researchers to control the behavioural 
factors associated with the research participant in the setting and the focus the 
researcher brings to the study (Yin, 2003). As previously noted, the study in this 
thesis rests within the qualitative paradigm and is considered, because of the 
impossibility of considering the elements of the study in isolation, to be best suited to 
a case study methodology (see Chapter One, Research Methods). In addition, Yin 
(2003) postulated that case studies should be used when the context is highly 
important to the study. In this study, which, as noted, explored the perceptions of 
international students in Australia, the context of the location was significant. The 
study sought to understand what students perceive and how they adjust to being a 
student in Australia.  
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The researcher has declared his involvement with the participants in the study 
and his closeness to the setting in which the research took place (see Role of the 
researcher, Chapter One). This would immediately predicate the adoption of an 
intrinsic case study method (Stake, 1995) which has been described as: 
… the study of a case (e.g., person, specific group, occupation, department, 
organization) where the case itself is of primary interest in the exploration. 
The exploration is driven by a desire to know more about the uniqueness of 
the case rather than to build theory or how the case represents other cases  
(Grandy, 2010, para. 1) 
Johnson and Christensen (2010) pointed out that “the intrinsic case study is 
often used in exploratory research in which the researcher aims to learn about a little-
known phenomenon by studying a single case in depth” (p. 435). A search of the 
literature (see Chapter Two) suggested a lack of qualitative research concerning 
particular groups of international students studying in Australia. The choice to 
understand students from the Middle Eastern country of Saudi Arabia therefore fills a 
gap in the literature (see also Significance of the study, Chapter One). As little has 
been documented about the experience of these students in Australian Higher 
Education Institutions, this suggests that no defined hypothesis exists from which 
more deductive studies could be orchestrated. This would indicate that an 
exploratory approach is therefore appropriate for the current study (Creswell, 2008).   
On the balance of arguments surrounding research methodologies, it was 
decided that the most appropriate methodology for this study would be an intrinsic 
case study method (Stake, 1995) for two reasons. First, the research questions, 
through their specific concern with the expectations and experience of a particular 
group of students, and the purposive sample are geared toward an intrinsic approach 
(see Research questions, Chapter One). Second, the openness of outcomes for the 
study sits well with an intrinsic approach (see Grandy, 2010; Johnson & Christensen, 
2010; Stake, 1995).  
Research design  
In the current study, as discussed, a qualitative exploratory case study methodology 
was selected to investigate international students’ perceptions of studying in an alien 
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culture. This section will present details of the research site, the participants and the 
phases of the study. 
Research setting 
The importance of the research setting in an intrinsic case study is critical, Stake 
(cited in Malenfant, 2010) argued that “the more the case study is an intrinsic case 
study, the more attention needs to be paid to the contexts” (p. 66). The research 
setting for this study was the metropolitan campus of Metro University in Brisbane, 
Australia. Metro University is a regional university that typically hosts a large 
proportion of international students and, as previously noted, is the researcher’s place 
of employment (see Role of the researcher, Chapter One). The setting thus meets the 
criterion of qualitative case study research to investigate a phenomenon in its natural 
setting. 
The proportion of international students of the entire student population at the 
Brisbane campus, to be referred to as “the Campus”, exceeds 80% (University 
website, source withheld) thus creating a multicultural environment. The breakdown 
of student population at the Campus suggests that approximately 70% of all students 
are Asian while the remaining students are from European and South American 
countries (University website, source withheld).  
A university campus provides an ideal context and has the advantage of 
bringing numbers of students together in one place. This provided easy access by the 
researcher, who was a member of the teaching staff which was a definite advantage 
in managing the study.  
Participants 
Qualitative case studies require purposive sampling where the sample is selected 
with a specific purpose in mind (Burns, 2000; Gall, et al., 2007; Yin, 2003). In this 
case study, the specific purpose was to investigate students who fulfilled the 
following criteria: 
1. Students are first year undergraduate students undertaking a business course.  
The students were chosen from one particular discipline. This provided a shared 
context between the students and between the students and the researcher, who was, 
as noted, a teacher at Metro University. Further, as previously noted, Business 
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courses (categorised as Management and Commerce) comprise approximately half of 
all international enrolments in Australia (Australian Education International, 2011; 
Freeman, 2010). 
The participants were all in their first year of study which positioned them 
closer in time to when they made the decision to travel (expectations) and were more 
alert to their experiences and to their developing intercultural competency. The 
importance of the first year experience has been noted in the Literature Review 
(Chapter Two) both as an introduction to all students (Knight, 1997; Ramsden, 2003) 
and to international students in particular who have additional barriers to their 
success (Armitage, 2008). 
2. All students are Saudi Arabian nationals who have come to Australia on 
student visas. 
The researcher had, as noted in Chapter 1, Role of the Researcher, become involved 
with and genuinely interested in the wellbeing of those of his students from Saudi 
Arabia, a country which represents a culture that harbours significant differences 
from the host culture (Hofstede, 1997). All participants met the definition of 
“international students” presented in Chapter One. As Saudi Arabian nationals, all 
had received fully-funded scholarships (King Abdullah Scholarship Program) which, 
while providing generous benefits in regard to a living allowance and support, 
restricted students’ selection of courses to be studies and universities/countries to 
visit. All spoke Arabic as their first language but had completed English language 
training in their home country and had achieved the necessary IELTS entry for Metro 
University. 
3. Students may be any age. 
While no age limit was prescribed, it was presumed that, as first year students, all 
participants would be ~20-25 years of age. 
4. Students may be single or married. 
Marital status was noted as a potential factor in influencing expectations and 
experience. The implication was that married students would not have travelled to or 
arrived in Australia alone, nor would they be coping with their adjustment to life in 
Australia on their own. 
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5. Students are willing to participate in the interviews.  
Participation was voluntary and based on informed consent. This was included as a 
criterion for selection as some of the female students may not have been willing, for 
cultural reasons, to be interviewed by the male researcher. 
6. Students were not currently in the researcher’s class. 
The students who participated in the study could not be currently in the researcher’s 
class. This was to ensure that there was no perceived power relationship between 
researcher and participant (see Ethical considerations, this chapter). 
It is important to note, at this point, that the students’ comments were 
integrated to form one bounded case and thus, in contrast to how a narrative study 
would be conducted, their individual stories are melded to describe the dominant 
experiences and to provide advice to educators how best to meet their needs (see 
Figures 7.1-7.4, Chapter Seven).  
A survey of enrolments at Metro University revealed that 25 students might 
fit these criteria. These students were initially invited by email to participate. Of 
these, 20 students responded (18 males, 2 females). Of the 18 males who responded, 
14 were selected who fitted the criteria perfectly including two who were married. 
Notably, four respondents had commenced their second year in their studies and 
were not selected as the current study targeted Saudi Arabian students in their first 
year.  
It is argued that when a single case is chosen, as in this study, there needs to 
be a reasonable number of embedded units of analyses to assist a robust examination 
(Yin, 2009). A unit of analysis is the object of the study – what the case is really 
about (Yin, 2009). A comparable example of a single case study with multiple sub-
units is seen in the study by Case and Wood (1999) where in-depth semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with 11 doctoral students. Yin (2009) argued that any 
study with multiple participants may enhance the findings of an examination. Use of 
inductive analysis with a sample as small as 11 participants can yield important data 
that can assist with understanding of the phenomena being studied (Case & Wood, 
1999). Yin (2009) argued that six to ten participants for a single case study is usually 
sufficient. Given this, it was decided that the 14 students who were eligible and had 
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responded favourably to the invitation to participate and fit the selection criteria, 
would be a sufficient sample for the current study. It was also thought that this initial 
number would cover any possible withdrawals or attrition from the study. 
Since this research, as an intrinsic case study, relates to the personal 
aspirations and life experiences of students, it was crucial that researcher and 
participants built a friendly and trusting relationship. For convenience, easy access 
and in the spirit of building a friendly and trusting relationship with participants, the 
researcher asked for the help of senior Saudi Arabian students who have been at the 
Campus for some time, who gave useful suggestions and recommendations that 
assisted the researcher in deciding on the participants. Saunders et al. (2009) referred 
to this process as “snowballing.” Notwithstanding this assistance, the decision on 
participant selection was essentially based on the selection criteria. 
Most of the participants were males (n=12, 85.71%). This is roughly, and 
fortuitously, in line with the ~85% proportion of males to females at the chosen 
university (University website, source withheld) thus forming a representative 
sample.  Kruskal and Mosteller (1979) explained that a representative sample is 
drawn from a population of interest and mirrors the demographics and characteristics 
of that population in as many ways as possible.  
While gender had not been a criterion for selection, the researcher was 
particularly keen to include female participants because, as Donovan (2000) pointed 
out, the experiences of women are often different to men. The researcher knew this 
to be particularly true for the Saudi Arabian female students due to strong cultural 
divides between the genders in that country (Al Munajjed, 1997). Culturally, females 
in Saudi Arabia are more conservative than their developed western world 
counterparts (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2006). It is improper, for example, 
for a Saudi Arabian woman to have close dealings with a man to whom she is not 
related by blood or marriage (Hofstede, 1997). For this reason, and apart from 
mimicking the gender balance of the student population (which was predominantly 
male), it was considered important to have female participation in the current study. 
Aware of the cultural sensitivities, the researcher cautiously sought permission from 
the Saudi Arabian females who had volunteered as participants. It was thought that it 
may be necessary to have a chaperone in the interview room when the Saudi Arabian 
female participants were interviewed (Deresky & Christopher, 2012). However, it 
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was found that the females were both willing to be interviewed alone with one, 
Student J, agreeing to also participate in Interview 2. 
The selection process for Interview 2 was through purposeful sampling. 
Patton (1990) explained that the: 
… logic and power of purposeful sampling lies in selecting information-rich 
cases for study in depth. Information-rich cases are those from which one can 
learn a great deal about issues of central importance to the purpose of the 
research thus the term purposeful sampling. (p. 169) 
Two participants (1 male, 1 female) had been more articulate than the others through 
Interview 1 and had raised a range of interesting points which were worth pursuing 
(see Appendix C and D). It was deemed that having one male and one female voice 
in this final member checking would allow gender perspectives to also be captured. 
The literature review (Chapter Two) has highlighted the factors that are 
known to influence expectations of international students. These include having lived 
abroad previously, previous education, ambitions, networks and contacts in Australia 
and reasons for studying abroad to gain an overseas qualification. Table 3.1 provides 
a summary of the participating students by age, gender, language, travelling 
arrangements, overseas experience, and period in Australia at time of initial 
interview (Interview 1). The names of students have been replaced with arbitrarily 

















A 20 M Arabic With wife N 8 
B 21 M Arabic With sister N 12 
C 21 M Arabic Alone N 11
D 20 F Arabic Alone N 9
E 24 M Arabic With wife N 12
F 22 M Arabic Alone N 11
G 23 M Arabic Alone N 8
H 22 M Arabic Alone N 10
I 22 M Arabic Alone N 10
J 23 F Arabic Alone Y 10
K 24 M Arabic Alone Y 12
L 22 M Arabic Alone N 11
M 23 M Arabic Alone N 12
N 21 M Arabic Alone N 12
 
All students (Students A-N) were in their first year of study at a major 
Australian university and all were enrolled in a business course thus satisfying the 
first of the six criteria for selection. All participants had attended high schools in 
Saudi Arabia and had achieved the minimum entry requirements set out by Metro 
University in their policy documents. Several had attended universities in Saudi 
Arabia but none had graduated. 
All were nationals of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia thus fulfilling the second 
criteria for selection. No attempt was made in the study to determine geographical 
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areas within Saudi Arabia from where the students come as this was considered 
outside the scope of the current study.  
All students regarded Arabic as their mother tongue (See Table 3.1) with 
English described as their second language. Each had achieved minimum proficiency 
in English language according to International English Language Testing System 
(IELTS), a requisite for university entry in Australia. Despite this, most made general 
comments concerning the deficiency of their language skills with particular emphasis 
on their weaknesses in written English. Some felt their low levels of English skills 
would be a stumbling block to their ability to achieve high results. 
While age was a not a criterion for selection (the third criterion), all 
participants, as noted, were in a similar age bracket ranging between 20 – 24 years 
with an average of 22 years. They had all been in Australia for similar but differing 
periods, that is, between 8-12 months (with a median of 10.5 months) which aligns 
closely with the timing of the interviews at the end of their first academic year.  
Similarly, while marital status was not a criterion for selection (the fourth 
criterion), two (Student A, Student E) were married and, as expected, had travelled to 
Australia with their respective spouses. Neither of the married students had children. 
One student (Student B) had travelled to Australia with a sibling who was also a 
student at another Australian university. Eleven students (n=14, 78.57%) travelled on 
a flight to Australia alone and subsequently proceeded on their own to their first 
places of accommodation, typically a “homestay” setting.  
The majority of participants (n=14, 85.71%) had spent most of their lives in 
Saudi Arabia prior to embarking on overseas education (see Table 3.1). Only two 
(one female, Student J, and one male, Student K) had spent time in a foreign country 
before coming to Australia. Neither of these had spent more than 12 months in that 
country (prior to coming to Australia) and both had entered that country for purposes 
of education. Neither had completed their respective qualifications. 
The data recorded in the researcher’s field notes showed that no student had 
visited another country, before coming to Australia, for non-educational purposes, 
that is, as a tourist. For the majority of students (n=12), their enrolment at Metro 
University was their first time outside of Saudi Arabia. This inexperience may have 
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affected the expectations students had concerning their trip to Australia due to their 
limited exposure to overseas travel. 
Three participants (Students C, L and N) had arrived in Australia earlier than 
the commencement date of their course at Metro University. Of these, one had 
undertaken an additional English course while the other two had commenced at other 
Australian higher education institutions before transferring to Metro University. The 
remaining students in the study arrived in Australia reasonably close to the 
commencement date of their courses. 
Phases of the study 
The study began with a Preliminary Phase, beginning in the Orientation Week for 
what is referred to as the “summer” trimester (November, 2013). In this phase, ethics 
approvals were secured and the study participants were recruited. Following this 
were five main data collection and analysis phases (see Table 3.2). Phases 1 and 2 
were not sequential but overlapped as a constant comparative method of data 
analysis was adopted. Phase 3 was conducted after a considerable interval after Phase 
2 to allow participants time to reflect on their experiences. Phases 3 and 4 were 
similarly overlapping phases based on continuous reflection (Stake, 1995). Phase 5, 
data synthesis, ran parallel to other phases but, logically, was the last to be 




Phases of the study  
# Description Goals 
1 Data collection 1 (RQ1, 
RQ2, RQ3) 
Conduct of Interview 1 with all participants 
(n=14) 
2 Data Analysis 1 Thematic analysis of interviews  
3 Data Collection 2 (RQ2, 
RQ3) 
Member checking (n=14) 
Purposeful selection of participants (n=2)  
Conduct of Interview 2  
4 Data Analysis 2 Thematic coding 
5 Data Synthesis (RQ1, RQ2, 
RQ3) 
Interpretational analysis with continuous 
reflection 
Data collection 
Collection of data is essential to enable understanding of the phenomena being 
examined (Burns, 2000). Collection procedures involve the identification and 
implementation of suitable research methods that will allow useful data to be 
acquired in order for the objectives of the study to be achieved (Creswell, 2008).  
This section will describe the data collection methods adopted in terms of the 
phases of the Study (see Table 3.2), particularly Phases 1 and 3 where recorded 
interviews and member checking were conducted and field notes were collated. It 
will provide details of the data instruments employed as well as offering an 
explanation as to how the methods adopted supported the research questions posed 
by this study.  
Phase 1 
Phase 1 was the main data collection period for the study. Each of the participants 
took part in a semi-structured interview referred to here as Interview 1. These ranged 
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in length from 45-60 minutes. The other data sources informing this phase were: the 
researcher’s field notes and targeted document analysis. 
Interview 1: Semi-structured interviews 
As a research method, the interview is regarded as one of the oldest and most widely 
used research techniques in social sciences (Coleman & Briggs, 2007). Stake (1995) 
suggested that the interview is the main road to discovering multiple realities. It is an 
ideal research strategy to uncover desired data.  
Interviews can be: one-to-one in a face-to-face conversation; a group 
conversation involving several respondents and one interviewer; or, two interviewers 
working in partnership to talk with respondents (Coleman & Briggs, 2007). 
Researchers may use structured, semi-structured, or unstructured interview 
schedules:  
 Structured interviews follow specific questions prepared by researchers 
(Stake, 1995). A disadvantage of structured interviews is that they cannot 
encapsulate all subtleties and personal interpretations (Burns, 2000). 
 Semi-structured interviews have specific questions for participants to answer 
but will also feature invitations to participants to contribute what they believe 
to be relevant. They are more open-ended than structured interviews (Crotty, 
1998). 
 Unstructured interviews have no set agenda but allow for the free flow of 
dialogue between researcher and participant.  
In Phase 1 of this study, one-on-one, face-to-face semi-structured interviews 
were conducted with all study participants (Students A-N). This method was chosen 
as the most likely to gain rich data from each student without the possibility of 
restrictions connected with group-induced shyness (Chase, 2005). The interviews 
were concerned with: (a) students expectations (in response to RQ1); (b) students’ 
experiences (in response to RQ2); and, (c) their perceived levels of intercultural 
competency (in response to RQ3).  
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The researcher was guided by prepared questions designed around the study’s 
research questions (see Appendix B). These provided the semi-structure for the 
interviews (Crotty, 1998). The issue of expectations (RQ1) was appropriately raised 
early in the interview followed by intercultural competency (RQ3) as part of the 
more holistic discussion concerning experiences. 
Although no two interviews were the same, each began with general 
questions to establish demographic data. These included such questions as: 
 What course are you studying? 
 How do you like the campus? 
 Why did you choose to study in Australia? 
Specific questions regarding Expectations were posed in direct response to 
RQ1. These included such questions as: 
 Tell me about your expectations of what living in Australia would be like. 
 How did you expect to be treated by Australians in a general sense? 
 How did you expect the University to help you as a new student?  
 What did you expect teaching and learning would be like in the Australian 
education system? 
An important addendum was an inspection of documents relating to 
Expectations. For this, the researcher asked which documents (including websites 
and other information sources) the students had looked at or consulted for advice as 
they contemplated their decision to study abroad.  
Similarly, specific questions regarding Experiences were posed in direct 
response to RQ2. These included such stimulus questions as: 
 Describe what happened when you first arrived in Australia in terms of finding 
accommodation and acquiring goods and services. 
 How were you treated by Australians generally and the university staff you 
encountered in the first few weeks after your arrival? 
 Why do you think you were treated that way? 
 Describe your first few interactions with the University. 
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 What challenges have you experienced since commencing your studies? 
 Do you know other Saudi Arabian students who have had these challenges? 
Finally, specific questions regarding Intercultural competency were posed in 
direct response to RQ3. These included such stimulus questions as: 
 How does your English language skill level affect your studies? 
 In what ways have you had to make adjustments as a student in Australia and 
how difficult has it been to make these adjustments? 
 How would you describe your intercultural competency? (this term was first 
explained to students) 
 How has your level of intercultural competency impacted upon your overall 
experience? 
This interview (Interview 1) with all participants (n=14) encouraged their 
thinking about what had happened in the early part of their experience as 
international students in this country, what perceptions were engendered and the 
reasons behind those perceptions. As Coleman and Briggs (2007) noted, semi-
structured interviews allow respondents to express themselves at length, while 
offering enough “shape” to prevent aimless rambling. Interviewees were encouraged 
to recall memorable events connected with their experience to date as students in 
Australia.  
The researchers’ field notes recorded interview data shared about the 
students’ early life experiences as their current self has been fashioned by prior 
experiences (Lewis, 2006). Notes were made, in the researcher’s field notes, of the 
documents (if any) that students had consulted in preparation for their coming to 
Australia. Other data recorded included language proficiency and the emotional 
response that students had made to the questions asked. General trends were noted. It 
soon became apparent that common themes concerning expectations and intercultural 
competency were emerging. This caused the researcher to focus more on questions 
relating to these themes in subsequent interviews. 
All interviews were carried out by the researcher at the university campus in a 
quiet location. Interviews were audio taped to assist with accurate recording. The 
researcher understood the importance of setting the participants at ease during the 
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course of the interview (Fraenkel & Wallen, 2003). The researcher is, by nature, kind 
and softly spoken. He deliberately used simple English and employed humour to set 
participants at ease. He is an attentive listener and encourages others to speak freely 
about their perceptions. He adapted questions from the prepared schedule (Appendix 
A) in response to the direction that the interviews took and where additional 
information was required. As noted, no two interviews were alike although care was 
taken to cover the key areas of interest to the study, namely, expectations, experience 
and intercultural competence. These attributes were useful in helping the researcher 
to capture rich data from the interview process. Note has previously been made of the 
researcher’s consideration of the need for a chaperone for the female participants 
(see Role of the Researcher, Chapter One). 
Phase 3 
Phase 3 was the secondary data collection period for the study. It was conducted 12 
months after the conclusion of Phases 1 and 2. There were two related components to 
this phase: member checking and targeted interviews. 
Member checking 
Member checking, also referred to as respondent validation, is a process whereby a 
researcher presents collected data to a study participant and seeks feedback. Creswell 
and Miller (2000) suggested that qualitative researchers use member checking as the 
means to establish validity while Lincoln and Guba (1985) described member 
checking as “the most crucial technique for establishing credibility” (p. 314). In this 
study, all participants were emailed the transcript of their interviews. Students 
participating in the current study were asked to review the transcript and offer any 
comments by return mail, concerning any inaccuracies they perceived to exist. All 
students responded to the email to acknowledge receipt. None of the students 
reported any inaccuracy. 
Interview 2: Semi-structured interview (purposive sample) 
To select participants for a qualitative case study, sampling techniques are used with 
non-probability sampling being the most frequently applied (Merriam, 1998). Non-
probability sampling means that the selected sample does not represent the situation 
of others in the population. It may, for instance, involve comprehensively reviewing 
all available participants before making final decisions on the selection of a unique 
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individual or those recommended by other persons who may have a greater vantage 
point with respect to the students (Burns, 2000). 
In this instance, the findings from Interview 1 were reviewed and two 
participants (Student I, Student J) were purposively selected to be interviewed a 
second time. Student I, a male of ~22 years of age, was selected because his 
responses were insightful with respect to emerging themes within the study, 
particularly, relationship with teaching staff, alienation and racism. It was also noted, 
from his responses, that Student I was aware of his own emerging intercultural 
competency. Student J, a female of ~23 years, was selected because of her gender, 
her articulate and detailed responses in Interview 1, and also because she was one of 
only two participants who had previously studied overseas (along with Student K).  
The notion of a delayed “second” interview respected the time required for 
acculturation and the development of intercultural competency (Lustig & Koester, 
1993). It became clear during the review of the literature (Chapter Two) that 
intercultural competency is a skill set that is acquired both consciously and over 
time. For example, as previously cited, Hellsten (2010) warned that if international 
students attempt to adapt too soon to their new learning environment, they may 
suffer anxiety and stress. Further, as noted, the expectations of many international 
students remain unrealised and the opportunity to develop intercultural competency 
is lost (Tran, 2011). 
The participants (Student 1, Student J) were first asked general questions 
about what they were now doing and how their studies had progressed. They were 
then asked to recall their interview in 2013 and how they had felt at the time. Each 
was given transcripts of selected responses from Interview 1 for detailed member 
checking (see Appendices C and D).  
Student I’s Interview 1 had made particular reference to culture shock, racism 
and the learning environment particularly negotiating learning with his teachers, 
aspects which were considered of interest to raise in Interview 2 (Appendix C). For 
example, Student I’s responses to culture shock covered the theme of experience and 
thus encouraged the posing of the following question: Did the experience of 
loneliness, homesickness and alienation change? How did you deal with this? What 
strategies did you adopt? Did it get easier over time? 
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Student J’s Interview 1 provided slightly different opportunities to explore in 
Interview 2 (Appendix D). The follow-up questions designed for her explored the 
themes of the study, namely expectations, experiences and intercultural competency 
(see Figure 1.2) and salient findings from the literature (Chapter Two). The salient 
points from Student J’s interview, for example, included references to expectations 
of the value of her degree and instances of racism and the differences between 
pedagogies in her home and host systems.  
Data analysis   
According to Goodson and Sikes (2001), data analysis is defined as the “making 
sense” of or interpreting the data that has been collected in the collection phase. 
Interpretation is central in case study data analysis and, as noted, a critical element in 
qualitative methodology. It is further argued that, in qualitative research, data 
collection and analysis is a simultaneous inductive activity with stages that are 
interactive and iterative (Creswell, 2008; Merriam, 1998). 
 Gall et al. (2007) suggested that interpretational analysis is one of the 
strategies to consider when analysing data. Interpretation analysis can be described 
as stages of examining case study data in detail in order to find constructs, themes, 
and patterns that can be used to describe and explain the phenomenon being studied. 
In addition, a reflective analysis strategy is recommended. Reflective analysis refers 
to a process in which the researcher explains the research phenomenon based on the 
researchers’ intuition and judgement (Gall, et al., 2007). In line with the 
characteristics of qualitative case study research, these strategies of data analysis 
were used in this study. Interpretational analysis with continuous reflection was 
carried out to address the data that was collected from each of the participants. 
Following that, a cross-case synthesis (Goodson & Sikes, 2001) was conducted using 
data from all 14 participants enriched with data from the second interviews (see 
Chapter 7).  
In concert with this idea, data analysis was conducted in a number of 
important stages. The initial data analysis took place during the Interview 1 data 
collection (as Phase 2). Suitable and relevant documents were chosen and labelled 
for identification. Field notes were recorded almost every day during data collection 
and typed into a computer file. Interview notes were transcribed after each interview 
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and saved as word documents. A similar process, as Phase 4, was conducted with the 
data from Interview 2.  
In each instance, each participant was dealt with separately. That means the 
researcher personally completed a transcript for each participant. Throughout this 
process, the researcher was able to reflect on the entire experience of the interview 
(Fraenkel & Wallen, 2003) which assisted with the subsequent discussion and 
synthesis of the findings. 
The transcripts from the interviews, field notes, and selected documents were 
coded (with input from the Principal Supervisor to achieve objectivity) and 
segmented to assist interpretation. These constructs were aggregated into broad 
categories that represent certain meanings. Based on the conceptual framework 
introduced in Chapter One, a basic category system could then be constructed. The 
researcher then used the category system to code each segment in a computer file. 
These categorised segments were then grouped. By use of a constant comparison 
system articulated by Gall et al. (2007), these categorised segments were then 
grouped into emerging themes in which each theme could generalise the meaning of 
some categorised segments.  
Creswell (2008) suggested that coding and categorising data seeks repeating 
ideas and recurring themes that emerge during interviews. Different words and 
phrases used by study participants can shed light on the research concerns. The 
themes can be blended into larger, more abstract ideas. They may then assist in 
identifying the perceptions that Saudi Arabian students have of their experiences in 
Australia. For each participant, the above analysis procedure was carried out then 
synthesised into one case study.  
After the completion of the data analysis of each participant, a synthesis (Yin, 
2003) was conducted to establish any correlation between the 14 experiences of the 
individual participants. The result was 14 individual experiences that have been 
synthesised as a single case study. This was done manually. The purpose of the 
comparison of the 14 individual participants’ experiences was to present a more in-
depth understanding about perceived experiences of international students in the 
participant group. The findings from the second interview were used to corroborate 
the main themes from the synthesis. The participants in this stage of data collection 
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were treated more as individuals than as a holistic case. Perpetual reflection on data 
was carried out during the whole process of data analysis (Creswell, 2008).  
Validity and Trustworthiness 
A critical consideration in conducting a study is to ensure its validity and 
trustworthiness. The research needs to reflect accuracy, reliability, credibility and 
confirmability. This is essential if the study is to contribute to the literature in the 
field of international students studying in Australia. The trustworthiness of 
qualitative research is sometimes questioned by positivists due to the claims that 
concepts of validity and reliability cannot be addressed in exactly the same way in 
naturalistic work (Shenton, 2004). Credibility can be enhanced when qualitative 
inquiry incorporates multiple methods of confirmation (Guba & Lincoln, 1994, p. 
114). 
Valid research is defined as plausible, credible, trustworthy and also 
defensible (Johnson & Turner, 2003). Tashakkori and Teddlie (2003) used the term 
“inference quality” to refer to internal validity (common in quantitative research) or 
credibility (common in qualitative research) in mixed results. As this study adopted a 
qualitative method of inquiry, credibility is a critical factor. Furthermore, according 
to Merriam (1998), qualitative research must engage its own validity test. 
Researchers must be rigorous in their interactions with participants in both content 
and process, always seeking for rich data and meaningful interpretations of that data 
(Merriam, 1998).  
The validity of case study research has been questioned since it emphasises 
interpreting experiences of informants from researchers’ perceptions and 
perspectives. Nevertheless, researchers of case study methodology must maintain 
their own perspectives throughout the study. It is argued that it is essentially 
impossible for a researcher to be totally independent when analysing data (Glesne, 
1999). Researchers naturally retain their own perspectives and experiences. Goodson 
and Sikes (2001) suggested that instead of researchers becoming detached from 
participants they should acknowledge their biases but then seek to develop positive 
relationships with informants so as to ensure a high quality of research. The 
researcher’s previous and current experience as a teacher and administrator helped 
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maintain empathy towards the participants, assisting them to relax and enjoy the 
experience of being part of the study. 
Unlike research traditions based on positivist and post-positivist 
epistemologies, where generalisation is one of the criteria for judgement of quality 
research, exploratory case study research is not concerned with this criterion (Gall, et 
al., 2005). Case study research is concerned with how to understand phenomena in 
depth rather than how to generalise research findings. Stake (1995) argued the impact 
of case study as a methodology of inquiry is more towards outcomes of 
particularising rather than generalising. Case study research is therefore considered a 
valid methodology to help articulate deep and meaningful interpretations of 
phenomena. For case study research, how to obtain sufficient and in-depth data is 
more important than how to generalise research findings (Creswell, 2008).  
Ethical considerations 
Qualitative research can be more intrusive than quantitative methods (Patton, 2002). 
Because the research involves participants sharing personal information and 
individual experiences, the potential harm to informants may increase. Although it 
may be impossible to completely predict all potential ethical issues, it is necessary 
for the researcher to consider the implications of actions of students in connection 
with this study. This is particularly so in relation to rights of participants who are 
involved in the study. Goodson and Sikes (2001) prescribed that due care be taken to 
protect participants from any negative repercussion stemming from their 
involvement. Researchers must be cautious to prevent harmful side effects accruing 
to those who participate in a study (Tisdale, 2004).  
The safeguards for the student participants in this study include: 
confidentiality, anonymity and the use of an informed consent form. Before data 
collection, that is, during the preliminary phase, consent forms were disseminated to 
participants to receive the necessary permissions from participants. Informed consent 
provides clear information for study participants concerning the nature of the study, 
why they were selected, what they are required to do and any likely impact upon 
them (Tisdale, 2004). The names of students in the study were replaced by an alias 
(Student A-N, see Table 3.1). The researcher tape-recorded the interviews with 
permission granted by each participant. As noted, each interview was committed to 
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transcript soon after its conclusion. Each interview was conducted one-on-one in a 
private location. All the data was stored in a locked filing cabinet in the office of the 
researcher. As stated above, the application for ethics clearance for this study was 
submitted and approved prior to the commencement of data collection.  
The researcher had sought and received permission from the host institution 
to conduct the study with no caveat for de-identification. Despite this, the researcher 
has accorded it a pseudonym, namely, Metro University. This was because a minimal 
risk remained of teaching or administrative staff being identified despite care being 
taken not to include any identifying information where reference was made to any 
lecturer’s actions or classroom interactions. No criticism of the university emerged or 
is implied in the study of the findings. It was also determined that naming the 
university might appear to restrict the potential dissemination and application of the 
findings in the study. 
It is important to manage any potential conflicts of interest when conducting 
a study (Stake, 1995). As noted in the Introduction to this thesis (Chapter One), the 
researcher is a practitioner at the site of the study and was careful to manage insider-
outsider tensions. It is difficult for researchers to remain distanced enough from 
entrenchments and intimacies associated with the university site, that is, as an 
insider, in order to function somewhat independently as a researcher, that is, as an 
outsider (Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000). In this study, this distance was achieved through 
co-coding with the Principal Supervisor who brought a neutral perspective to the 
process. 
Limitations of the study 
As with all research methodologies, there are several challenges or limitations 
associated with qualitative methods research (Baxter & Jack, 2008). Generally, these 
include the need for extensive data collection, the financial cost and the time 
intensive nature of collecting and analysing large volumes of textual data, and the 
requirement for researchers to be deeply familiar with the tenants of qualitative 
forms of research (Creswell, 2008). 
Johansson (2003) suggested that researchers who undertake intrinsic case 
studies do so because they have “no interest in generalising … [their] findings.  The 
researcher focuses on understanding the case. If the findings are generalised, it is 
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done by audiences through ‘naturalistic generalisation’” (p. 8). Such generalisation, 
that is, from “cases to a case” through an abductive process whereby an actual 
problem situation is compared with known cases. This might be considered as a 
limitation in that it means that findings from an intrinsic case study do not lend 
themselves to the validation or testing of theory. In this study, the generalisation 
takes the form of advice to colleagues (see, Lessons for educators, Chapter Seven). 
Discrepancies can occur when adopting a case approach that may limit its 
effectiveness. These discrepancies may arise between the various types of data 
collected from the 14 students selected for the study (Creswell, et al., 2003). Because 
the qualitative methods chosen for this inquiry are inductive and exploratory, this 
approach can also result in unequal evidence within a study, which may be a 
disadvantage when interpreting final results (Creswell, 2008). Care must be taken in 
the cross-analysis stage of case data to ensure useful conclusions are engendered.  
The limitations may be summarised as being: (a) language issues; (b) sample 
of students from one ethnic group only; (c) only one university campus has been 
chosen; and, (d) keeping personal biases in check. Each limitation is now discussed. 
a. Language issues 
Since case study data is highly dependent on responses of participants, the extent to 
which the 14 participants divulge information depicting their experiences, contribute 
to the quality of the data. In the current study, international students were selected 
from Saudi Arabia where English is not their first language. All questions in the 
research inquiry were posed in English and responses given in English. Students may 
not be as articulate in English as they would be in their mother tongue. The 
researcher attempted to check and recheck the intentions of spoken responses to 
determine accuracy (Saunders, et al., 2009). This was done by asking students to 
repeat any unclear responses and the researcher paraphrasing statements, made by 
the participant, back to them. 
b. Singular ethnic group 
The 14 students invited to participate were from one ethnic group only. There are 
many ethnic groups represented at the university. While there is advantage in being 
focused on the one ethnic group in terms of comparing one culture to another, the 
findings of the study will not be very broad. There may be only a limited effect on 
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how higher-level university decision-makers consider ways to improve conditions 
leading to more enjoyable experiences for the broader cohort of international 
students at their universities. 
c. Singular research setting 
In a similar vein, the study was conducted at only one School of Business at one 
Australian university, Metro University. The campus is reasonably small, although 
the number of international students exceeds 800 (of a total population of ~1000 
students). The site was opportunistic and chosen to allow the researcher easy access 
to participants as well as to critical documents over the entire period of the study.  
d. Preconceptions and bias 
Finally, the researcher needs to understand and keep in check his own biases and 
preconceptions as the study progressed. Having been associated with international 
students for many years in various capacities, the researcher had to challenge the 
potential impact of any such biases and sought perpetually to gather data in a 
predominantly independent fashion (Creswell, 2008). As noted, this was addressed 
with the assistance of the researcher’s supervisor. 
This chapter has presented the theoretical bases underpinning the research 
methodology of this study. It has also presented the research design including 
information regarding the study’s participants. The following chapters (Chapters 
Four, Five and Six) will respectively and holistically present the findings and 
discussion relating to the three research questions of this study. That is: (a) 
Expectations (Chapter Four); (b) Experiences (Chapter Five); and Intercultural 
Competency (Chapter Six). 
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Chapter Four:  Findings and Discussion - Expectations 
This chapter examines findings of the study in relation to expectations of students 
and any related influences on expectations prior to coming to Australia that may 
relate to development of expectations. This chapter is specifically concerned with the 
first research question (RQ1) for the current study:   
What expectations did Saudi Arabian international students have before coming to 
Australia, concerning the experiences they are likely to have in Australia? 
The concept of expectations rests within the conceptual framework (Figure 
1.2) presented in Chapter One of this thesis. Figure 4.1 shows this in closer detail. Its 
components, highlighted through the literature review and which will be used to 
organise this chapter, are: personal goals, ambition and purpose, living in Australia, 
and learning environment. These are discussed in detail in this chapter and in the 
following two chapters. The interconnection between expectations and experiences 















Figure 4.1. Components of expectations (based on Figure 1.2) 
As the elements of the conceptual framework and the research questions are 
interrelated, some students’ experiences, in relation to expectations, acquired during 
the first 12 months of their study in Australia are also described in this chapter. The 
data sources for this chapter (introduced in Chapter One and detailed in Chapter 
Three) were the semi-structured interviews (Interview 1 and Interview 2).  
The chapter begins by outlining the findings of the study concerning 
expectations students reported concerning their visit to Australia as international 
students, organised by the elements described in the conceptual framework (Figures 
1.2, 4.1). Following this, the chapter will then examine how students’ expectations 
have been formed and then present the findings from Interview 2 conducted a year 
after the initial interviews. The chapter will conclude with a detailed discussion of 
the expectations revealed through this phase of the study (see Phases of the study, 
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Chapter Three). The findings in this chapter, as previously explained, are synthesised 
into an holistic case rather than being addressed discretely. 
Personal goals 
It is clear that studying overseas is aspirational. The recent announcement in 
Australia of the New Colombo Plan (Minister for Foreign Affairs, 2014a, 2014b) 
uses emotive words and phrases such as “benefit enormously,” “new insights and 
ideas and enthusiasm,” “marvellous experience,” “friendships and engagement that 
will last a lifetime,” and “gold” (see Globalisation of education, Chapter One). 
Researchers have also alluded to the positive benefits associated with being an 
international student (see, for example, Avirutha, et al., 2005; Dalglish & Evans, 
2008; Dwyer & Peters, 2004; Layton, et al., 2012). This sense of aspiration was 
evident in the responses made by participants in Interview 1 and sustained in 
Interview 2, a year after their arrival in Australia. 
I wanted to achieve my goals and become a better person by finding more 
experiences in life. 
(Student J, Interview 1)  
Other participants in the study indicated similar reasons to Student J with 
respect to the foreign degree being expected to deliver future benefits and status. For 
example, Student F declared a belief that “my Australian degree would really help in 
my future career.” Students implied in their answers to interview questions that the 
goals they had in terms of anticipated benefits in Australia were expected to lead to 
better results than what they might expect from a higher education in Saudi Arabia.  
Some expressed value in an Australian education through a comparison with 
what was available at home. For example, some students were dissatisfied with the 
way in which education was delivered in Saudi Arabia:  
I think that many lecturers in schools and universities in Saudi are just very 
standard lecturers in that they don’t really collaborate with students but simply 
like the sound of their own voice, teaching in a monologue fashion and the 
average lecturer that I have come across in Saudi Arabian institutions are 
more like those standard non-collaborative teachers.  
(Student D)  
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According to the participants in the study, use of technology is still limited in 
Saudi schools and universities and lecturing staff are prone to old traditional methods 
of teaching. The dominant mode is didactic teaching with teachers “talking 
constantly” and students taking notes concerning concepts likely to feature in exam 
questions at the end of semester. Students commented how they disliked that process 
as they had come to recognise that learning in that way was narrow and superficial as 
students were never encouraged to explore concepts or analyse information in any 
critical way. This confirms the reporting of Abukhattala (2013) of didactic 
pedagogies in use in Arab countries and the change in preference to more open 
pedagogies by international students (see Wong, 2004). 
They believed that Australian universities offered unique opportunities. For 
example, Student D said that she was attracted to the practice of “fast tracking” of 
degrees at Australian universities where she could complete a degree in only two 
years. This would enable her to finish the course sooner and get back home to 
advance her career aspirations. 
Other students felt that learning a new culture was a very desirable thing. 
Student C offered that “it [studying abroad] is an experience that helps to see the 
bigger world which I am part of.” Student I explained this in greater detail by saying 
that: 
I really wanted to find out about a new culture and by coming to Australia I 
really thought that would be a good experience. I thought after my experiences 
in Australia, I would come back again to my own country to bring those 
experiences back with me to my family and into my future career. 
Participants wanted to see interesting and new things, eat new foods, see 
“unusual animals,” and meet new people. Some had family in Australia and thought 
it would be an opportunity to meet up with them during their stay in Australia. In 
this, they exhibited characteristics of the “soujourner” (Church, 1982; Coates, 2004; 
Pedersen, Neighbors, Larimer & Lee, 2011). 
The Saudi students in the current study appeared to value new cultures even 
though the data connected with this study suggests that few younger Saudis travel 
outside their country for other than educational purposes. This is an interesting 
comment as Saudi Arabia has a more homogeneous population in terms of ethnicity 
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than most other countries (Library of Congress, 1992). This means that they might 
not be exposed to as many different cultures in their home country as they would be 
in Australia. Students expected to meet up with different nationalities in Australia 
and thought they would be able to effectively communicate and work with them in 
the university environment. For example, Student N commented on his goal to get to 
know people from other nationalities and possibly build some future networks. 
Ambition and purpose 
In considering expectations of students concerning long-term outcomes of attaining 
an Australian higher education degree, all student participants hoped to attain at least 
an undergraduate degree and some planned to continue and complete a postgraduate 
degree. Most expected their degrees would enhance their career objectives in some 
way. They shared their expectations about future impact of their Australian degrees 
on their employment opportunities as well as specific reasons why this degree would 
be of value. Student F, for example, stated a belief that the Australian degree would 
be a “springboard” for future opportunity. They shared the expectation that 
Australian higher education degrees would certify specific types of global 
competencies that might also allow further opportunities to work in international 
organisations.  
Even students who plan to return to their home country believe that degrees 
from Australian higher education institutions were of more value than one not only 
acquired from their own country, but also from the majority of countries in the 
world. Some students in the study (n=4, 28.57%) had an initial preference to study in 
the United States as they had felt that US degrees had a superior reputation around 
the world. However, they were reasonably happy with their eventual acceptance to 
study at an Australian Higher Education institution. This was in recognition of the 
status Australia enjoys in the global education marketplace (see Krause, et al., 2005). 
While USA remained a top destination for some, and is, as noted in Chapter Two, the 
top destination for international students, the participants in this study believed that 
Australia was not a bad “runner-up.” 
Considering the job market in their own home country, the students in the 
study generally believed that Australian degrees would give them an advantage in the 
job application process over those graduates from universities in their home country. 
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Being able to acquire a broader perspective, quality of education, prestige and status 
of a foreign university degree, reputation of specific Australian universities are 
factors that informed students’ decisions to explore educational opportunities 
globally. 
Students in the study reported thinking that their educational opportunities in 
a global sense could enhance their career opportunities at home or abroad. Student 
M, for example, stated that he believed that opportunities for careers in Saudi Arabia 
or even in western countries would be enhanced with an Australian degree. 
Apart from the status they would acquire as graduates of the Australian 
Higher Education system, the participants in this study also expected to gain 
language skills and intercultural knowledge that may contribute to their international 
mobility. They believed that an Australian degree innately demonstrated a high level 
of competency in the English language. They believe this competency will be well 
favoured whether they eventually begin working in a country where English is 
spoken or if they return and work in their own country.  
Two participants had a definite plan to work in their families’ businesses. 
Interestingly, the majority (n=12, 85.71%), lacked clarity concerning what they 
would do on completion of their studies. They typically suggested that they would 
return home and try to find a job somewhere in their country. This aligns with the 
reports from graduate students who have returned to Saudi Arabia (Bashraheel, 
2013).  
 Half of those who had no plan (n=6, 50%) were not even sure if they were in 
the right study program for them. These students commented on how much they 
disliked many business subjects they were studying and were confused about 
whether they would actually like to be employed in industries for which such studies 
are designed. For example, some felt that had no business exposure and were more 
interested in creative arts. They did agree generally, however, they expected their 
degree would assist them in whatever employment they would eventually find. 
Living in Australia 
The participants in the study all had a limited view of life in Australia. Student C 
shared that, “the only things I knew about Australia before I came here was there was 
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an Opera House in Sydney and Kangaroos. There is nothing else I knew of 
Australia.”  
In Interview 1, wide-ranging expectations about living in Australia were 
raised. These included the passive expectancies of weather, city life, and their 
capacity to meet people and make friends. A further inclusion concerned racism, 
arguably the opposite and negative face of friendliness. 
Weather 
Several students commented on weather conditions as a major factor in their decision 
to come to Australia. They expected the weather to be similar to that found in Saudi 
Arabia. One, Student M, admitted that he found the weather in Australia to be 
“intolerable” adding it was too humid and often fluctuated with annoying periods of 
rain. This aligns with expectations noted by Montgomery (2010) of Australia as a 
destination with a temperate climate. 
City life 
The desire to live in big cities was a common response. Student J, one of the two 
who had already studied in another country, identified the importance of available 
activities for an international student who is away from their usual network of family 
and friends. On the other hand, some students expressed a dislike for large cities 
which included Brisbane (which is where the study was located). One, Student E, 
spent a short period of time in temporary accommodation in Brisbane and then 
moved to the Gold Coast where he felt a little more comfortable due to the smaller 
general population.  
The students expected the public transportation system to be suitable for a 
major city in a modern developed country. They expected buses or trains would be 
available for visitors including international students to move around the city at a 
reasonable or cost-efficient price. Students generally commented favourably about 
the transport systems in Australia. Student E, for example, reported that “the buses 
generally ran on time and took you where you wanted to go.” Some of the students 
purchased cars and so were more mobile and more independent than those reliant on 
public transport. This finding was also noted in a study by Shepherd and Rane (2012) 
in which Arab students, particularly females from Saudi Arabia, UAE and Oman 
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who commented on the freedom and convenience afforded to them by public 
transport systems in Australia. 
Friendliness and friendships 
It was expected by many students in the study that Australians would be friendly 
people. This was the advice by most of the students’ informal informants. They were 
told Australians are easy going, relaxed, friendly and nice. Two, Students F and M, 
however, reported the opposite. Informants (see Table 4.1) had told them that 
Australians were not friendly towards foreigners and can even be rude. In the case of 
Student F, this expectation had not been realised. In the 11 months that Student F had 
been in Australia, people had been friendly to him wherever he went, thus 
disconfirming this expectation.  
When it came to making friends, most students admitted that their experience 
did not meet their expectations. Almost all expected to be able to make friends with 
other students and non-students. They knew that Australia was a multicultural 
country and so thought that the people would be accustomed to mixing with those 
not of the same background or place of birth.  
All students had developed new friendships with other Saudi students. In fact, 
and surprisingly, it was felt that making friends with other Saudis was easier for them 
than when they were back at home. The need for friendship in their current 
circumstances is stronger as they are absent from the normal social networks that 
supported them prior to leaving home. Two participants (Students K and N) had 
made friends with non-Saudis since commencing study in Australia. They said it was 
easy to make friends by showing an interest in other people, asking questions, 
laughing together and spending time together in appropriate activities both on and off 
campus. Other students, who had not developed these strategies, reported having 
great difficulty making friends with non-Saudi Arabians: 
… it’s difficult to make friends with Australians and I’m disappointed about 
that as I would like to make friends with Australians. When I think about back 
home in Saudi, I am able to make a lot of friends easily. People have more 
time and if you want to go somewhere and be social with others, then you can 
easily become good friends with someone. In Australia it seems that everyone 
 123 
has a lot of things to do and don’t seem to have time for making friends 
particularly with non-Australians and that makes me a little sad.  
(Student C) 
Student C’s remarks regarding the difficulty in making friends with locals resonates 
with other reports of students’ disappointment in this (Cathcart, et al., 2006; Krause 
et al., 2005; Nesdale & Todd, 1993). 
Racism 
The majority of the students in the study (n=12, 85.71%) did not expect to be 
subjected to racism in Australia. Student I (in Interview 1) explained that: 
I expected that the people would be very nice and also friendly in Australia. I 
thought that because I knew it was an advanced country and that the people 
would have a lot of knowledge about the differences in the world. [I expected] 
that they would be very accepting of all people and that there would be little or 
no racism.  
Student C similarly offered that: 
Back home I thought Australia was such a free country and had so many 
foreign people living there that racism would be something that would be 
stopped from the people. There are so many people here from different places 
so it would not make sense for them to be racist about each other, but I did also 
think that perhaps there is a little bit of racism in every country in the world. 
However, I thought there would be less or none in Australia.  
The overwhelming view of Australian society by the students in the study 
was of a strongly multicultural mix of residents who are friendly and tolerant of 
differences that multiculturalism brings. Given the limited research and prior 
knowledge they had (see Table 4.1), it is unclear how these views were formed.  
The two students (Students H and Y) who expected racism, in the form of 
abusive behaviour towards them, could not articulate exactly what they expected to 
happen but made it clear they believed racism occurs in every country so could not 
accept that Australia was any different. Student H reported that: 
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I knew that there would be some degree of racism because it happens 
everywhere in the world so I was prepared for some racist comments but 
expected such comments to only surface occasionally.  
One student commented on the way aboriginal people have been treated in 
Australia’s modern history and some students were aware of the recent attacks on 
foreign students in this country, notably Indian students. For most, this knowledge 
had surfaced since their arrival in Australia and had not formed part of their 
expectations. 
Learning environment 
Gatfield (1997), in researching international student satisfaction levels, found that 
reasonable proportions of international students coming to Australia, when compared 
with local students studying in higher education in Australia, consistently rated the 
quality of teaching at Australian universities as low. Nessdale and Todd (1993) 
supported this finding by claiming that significant numbers of international students 
perceive teaching practices and associated learning activities in Australia to be of 
poor quality. However, it should be noted these studies made no attempt to 
understand the relationship between these findings of satisfaction levels and 
expectations or competencies of the students who were surveyed. These findings 
have been superseded by more recent studies which indicate more positive responses 
and higher levels of satisfaction (see, for example, Grayson, 2008; James, et al., 
2010; Tran, 2011). The participants in the current study indicate reasonable 
satisfaction concerning the treatment by all people they come in contact with, 
including lecturers, tutors and support staff.  
The difficulties that international students have in adjusting to different 
learning environments have been reported in Chapter Two. In particular, they may 
have difficulty adjusting to student- rather than teacher- centered learning 
environments (Biggs & Tang, 2009; Bousquet, 2012).  
The participants in this study shared their expectations of higher education in 
Australia in general, a different classroom environment, and altered interactions with 
their lecturers and others. They discovered differences in the style of learning 
expected of students in the Australian higher education system from the Saudi 
Higher Education system. The classroom environment was not as free as some 
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students expected with attendance and class rules enforced by most of the teaching 
staff. Less content was delivered by teaching staff, using more modern technology, 
with strong admonitions that students carry out their own reading and independent 
research. It was not expected that in Australian universities, critical analytical skills 
were favoured over rote learning which Saudi students found to be very challenging 
for them to develop. All shared concerns about their language skills and wondered 
how they would fare in an Australian classroom setting. 
Higher Education in Australia 
The students all expressed ideas about the differences they expected to see between 
the education systems they were familiar with in Saudi Arabia and what they 
expected in Australia. They expected a more thorough and robust system in Australia 
that focused on students’ learning and located them in the centre of their learning 
rather than the teacher occupying centre position. While most students in the study 
admitted knowing little about the specifics of the education system in Australia, they 
had general expectations that it would be better than in Saudi Arabia. The problem 
with the Saudi system, the students say, is that lecturers “just talk and talk and don’t 
care about students at all.” They anticipated that in an advanced modern country like 
Australia, there would be more interaction between university lecturers and students: 
In Saudi Arabia the higher education system facilities don’t have a lot of 
technology such as microphones and PowerPoint presentations. Here in 
Australia I see they’ve got much better things and much better technology to 
help students to listen to lectures and to get more information they need so they 
can be successful students. 
(Student I, Interview 1)  
In a similar vein, Student A made comments concerning aspects of the higher 
education system in Saudi Arabia and how it might differ from the system 
encountered by the Students in Australia: 
[The] education system is different in Saudi Arabia from Australia. In Saudi 
Arabia, the lecturers just come and sit in their chair and tell you to read some 
books and then set an exam. Here in Australia, lectures still have a lot of 
information but not as much as they try to give you in Saudi Arabia. There may 
be 50 PowerPoint slides here in Australia which is better than trying to 
 126 
understand 200 page textbooks without any further information as to how to 
narrow down what to learn. In my country there are no assignments. Lecturers 
in Australia generally give enough information so that you know what to do.  
(Student A) 
Interactions with lecturers and other staff 
A common expectation amongst students concerned the way in which the classroom 
environment in an Australian university would be managed. Students in the study 
commented that Saudi lecturers could be very rude and have many rules for students 
to follow. Student A recounted an experience in a university in Saudi Arabia when a 
lecturer was enraged that the student did not use his correct title of “Doctor” during a 
class. The teacher scolded the student openly and belittled him in front of 150 other 
students.  
The students expected there would be a less-controlling atmosphere in 
classrooms in Australia. In general, they expected staff at the university to be 
friendly, helpful and especially accommodating to students from other countries 
where English is a second language. Students expected teaching staff would be 
focused upon them as individuals and give them quality time to help them understand 
difficult concepts in the subjects being taught. Student A reported that, as expected, 
staff were friendly at the university and lecturers are approachable. He said, “In my 
first class in Australia I felt very good. The lecturer made me feel comfortable and I 
was treated well by all the other lecturers as well.” Most of the students in the study 
agreed that the staff were friendly and willing to help students. 
Students expected teachers to be on their side when they had any dispute with 
class work, grades or policies of the university that seemed unjust. The students 
believed there was a culture of staff supporting students to be successful. Student H 
said that: 
The education system is more focused in Australia on the student. In Saudi 
Arabia, if students need help they can meet with teachers. The teacher will 
talk to that student for a short period of time and if the student still does not 
understand then it does not matter (to the teacher). The teacher will terminate 
the consultation and will move on to help other students who are waiting or 
they will finish for the day and go back to their office or go home. So they are 
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not really focused upon helping students whereas in Australia the teachers 
are much more focused on students. 
Language 
It is self-evident that international students need to develop a mastery of the language 
in which their studies are conducted in order to be successful (Dunstan, 2009; Mahat 
& Hourigan, 2007). Novera (2004), as noted previously, believed language to be the 
major adjustment factor faced by international students. The students in the study 
were optimistic about the value of learning a new language on top of gaining a 
valued degree. They all expected that their English language skills would improve 
quickly. Saudi Arabian students are exposed to a considerable amount of English 
language in their country and English is taught in high schools as well as in some of 
the post-secondary and higher education programs. This is patchy, however, and the 
quality of instruction is determined by the individual school predicated on the mix of 
expatriate lecturing staff and the languages they master (see Krause, et al., 2005; 
Sawir, 2005). 
The findings from Interview 1, however, revealed a mismatch between what 
students in terms of an expected rapid improvement in English to cope with the 
rigours of university study and their actual experience. After 8-12 months (with a 
median of 10.5 months) in Australia, most students were still struggling (especially 
Students A, D, I and J). They were disappointed that their expectations were not met 
in regard to language competence. The only comment offered to explain this came 
from Student I who confessed (in Interview 1) to always speaking Arabic with his 
Saudi Arabian friends and that he is with them all the time. For him, English was 
mainly spoken in classrooms and then only when communicating with lecturers.  
The relationship between language and life as an international student was 
seen in one particular example. Student C had transferred from another university in 
Australia to Metro University due to the language challenge. The former university 
had a majority of local students and English, the dominant language, was spoken 
everywhere. Student C felt he would do better at a campus where English was a 
second language for most students. He expected that, at campuses with greater 
proportions of international students, there would be more accommodating factors 
relating to supporting students with their language challenge. This turned out to be so 
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and, according to Student C, he feels less anxiety and distress about his English 
language proficiency even though he still struggles with it. 
Formation of expectations 
As noted in Chapter Two, studying abroad is a fairly new phenomenon for Saudi 
Arabian students set in train through a renewed government focus for young men and 
women to have higher levels of education (Bosquet, 2012; MOHE, 2011a, 2011b, 
2011c, 2011d). This recent phenomenon and its associated absence of informed 
advice for students is an unexpected yet critical factor in how the expectations of the 
study’s participants have been formed. Student C explained that:  
I do not think that I had a very full expectation about what would happen in 
Australia apart from what my father had said and he had never been to 
Brisbane [city in Australia where the study site is located] so I had no real 
expectation about what it would be like to live and study in Brisbane. I may 
have seen some information about sporting events that happen in Australia and 
I have seen one or two Australian movies but this did not give me much idea 
about the country.  
(Student C)  
It was surprising, despite an acknowledgment of the recent increase of Saudi 
students coming to Australia, how little the students in the study knew about 
Australia and how little deliberate effort was made to become informed. This section 
considers students’ expectations are formed by external sources of information and 
through first-hand experience. The first-hand experience arises from having 
previously been an international student. The external sources of information include 
published resources and informal advice. 
First-hand experience 
Of particular interest to this study were the reflections on previous international 
experiences the students had acquired. Two students in the study (Students J and K, 
see Table 3.1) had lived overseas as students prior to coming to Australia. Student J 
claimed such experiences with persons from other cultures are useful but not as 
comprehensive as interacting with others when they are in their own cultural habitats. 
The value of this experience, particularly in the development of intercultural 
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competency has been noted in the literature (see, for example, ACIIE, 1996; 
Bashraheel, 2013; Lustig & Koester, 1993). There will be further discussion of this 
throughout the thesis. 
External sources 
Each participant (n=14) made an attempt to obtain information about studying 
overseas. A summary of their sources of information is presented in Table 4.1. 
Table 4.1 
Information sources influencing decision to study overseas 
Student Age M/F Key informants in decision to study abroad 
A 20 M Brother/Internet 
B 21 M Sister/Agent 
C 21 M Father/Internet 
D 20 F Internet 
E 24 M Friend/Internet 
F 22 M Relative/Friend 
G 23 M Brother/Friend 
H 22 M Friends 
I 22 M Brother 
J 23 F Friend/Internet 
K 24 M Friend/Agent 
L 22 M Friend/Internet (University site) 
M 23 M Friends 
N 21 M Father 
 
As can be noted from Table 4.1, there was a mix of formal and informal 
networks used. Formal networks include official sources of information such as 
university sites accessed over the Internet (Feinberg, 2002). Informal networks, 
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which predominated, include any personal contacts made with friends or family 
members. The vast majority of students in the study used informal networks to 
source information concerning Australia that led directly to making the decision to 
choose Australia as their destination for study. These sources also shaped student 
expectations across the range of elements discussed thus far in this chapter: personal 
goals, ambitions and purpose, living in Australia, learning environment, and 
acculturation. 
Two students (Students B and K) received information through education 
agents in Saudi Arabia (see Table 4.1). An agent, typically based in the home 
country, assists international students to connect with appropriate universities by 
providing information and admissions support.  
Six students conducted online Internet searches (Students A, C, D, E, J, and 
L) primarily to gain knowledge about the geography of Australia. Only one, Student 
L, perused the University website (source withheld). Student J recalled (in Interview 
1) that she had attempted to locate the site but the search engine she used did not 
return any hits for the University and so she gave up trying. The absence of real 
information about the University was apparent. For example, Student G admitted that 
he had expected the Campus of Metro University in Brisbane “to be small but not as 
small as it was.” It could be argued that attention to the university website would 
have made this clear to the student prior to arrival. 
As previously noted in Chapter One, this lack of formal checking is an 
extraordinary finding given the level of commitment that each student and their 
family was making to this endeavour. It also causes concern about the care and 
maintenance of the University websites and the belief that the Internet is operating as 
a key communication device with potential students. All universities in Australia 
provide a suite of services that support both international and domestic students 
throughout their academic journeys. For example, most universities have dedicated 
sections on their website with such information. For example, Metro University 
provides up-to-date information for students concerning what to do before arriving in 
Australia, after arrival, seeking accommodation, visa and enrolment assistance, 
overseas student health cover (OSHC), transport and detailed pages concerning on-
campus student support (University website, source withheld).  
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Similarly, there is advice given on dedicated services such as: access support 
for those with disabilities, counselling, career and employment information, faculty 
offices and enrolment services, information assistance including library use 
strategies, learning advisers, chaplaincy, student mentors and student association 
(University website, source withheld). This amounts to an array of services that 
should make life easier for international students. An important issue for universities 
is the extent to which international students – based on the participants of this study - 
have ignored the information regarding these services prior to attending the 
university and reasons why they may not engage when they need them.  
The policy documents and information brochures from the university clue 
students concerning the expectations the university holds for them and conversely 
what students may expect from the university. These sources of information were 
seemingly ignored. Similarly, students did not refer to critical information 
concerning their legal status, that is, the visa conditions and the Streamlined Visa 
Processing System (SVPS) to which they must apply. Protections for international 
students are in place under the Education Services for Overseas Students (ESOS) 
framework but no participants made reference in interviews to this framework. 
These data as presented in Table 4.1 confirm that students in the study 
overwhelmingly relied upon informal networks to gain information about a major 
decision in their life. Family, particularly siblings, and friends featured prominently 
in this list of informal networks. Students were prepared to make the decision to 
come to a university in Australia based upon arguably incidental remarks and 
recommendations made by those they had come to trust. Some had connections with 
other Saudi citizens in Australia. For example, Student J knew someone who was 
living in Australia at the time of making her application. Two others (Students A and 
G) had relatives or friends who had lived in Australia previously but were no longer 
there at the time of their arrival.  
Formal networks of information did not feature strongly. Students who did 
use formal networks used the least personalised and arguably least reliable sources 
such as the Internet rather than official sources such as a school prospectus. For these 
students, the Internet was an immediate and accessible source of information. 
As stated, the Saudi Arabian students in this study did not consult formal 
documents from the University as a major part of their decision-making process. 
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Two participants (Students D and E) browsed general websites concerning Australia 
but most did not actively search for specific information concerning the institution 
where they would study for the next few years. Student F, for example, stated he 
located the university website but did “not spend much time there.” Consistent with 
other participants, he admitted he was more interested in what family and friends had 
to say about Australia and studying in institutions in Australia. He said: I trust my 
relatives and friends to tell me what I need to know and that helps me to make 
important decisions. 
In summary, it can be said that students in the study held a limited range of 
expectations at the time of deciding to come to Australia as international students. 
Many had engaged in small amounts of online research typically in trivial or 
tangential topics. The vast majority confided in informants such as parents, siblings, 
other relatives or friends. They were willing to act upon information that came to 
them from personal contacts especially with those who had lived or were currently 
living in Australia at the time of the students’ enquiry. This also confirms the 
important role that friends and family play in the decision making process (Fink, 
2003).  
The participants in this study were swayed more strongly by these informal 
informants as to what Australia would be like and what they should expect as an 
international student. The students were mostly advised about the weather in 
Australia, friendly nature of the people, smaller cities (relative to some of the very 
large capital cities of the world), easy-going nature of Australians and similarities 
and differences in the higher education system. It can be concluded that they had 
begun their studies with incomplete information (East, 2001; Jayanti, 1998). 
Interview 2 
As noted, two participants (Students I and J) were interviewed a second time in order 
to ascertain if perceptions of students had changed since their initial interview (see 
Appendices C and D). Student J (single female) and Student I (single male) were 
selected to participate in the second round of interviews (see Chapter 3 for a detailed 
description of their purposive selection). These students were contacted by email and 
both agreed to phone interviews during a university break. Their responses here are 
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grouped using selected themes drawn from the conceptual framework (see Figures 
1.2, 4.1) and findings relating to the formation of expectations. 
Personal goals 
Student J had spoken in Interview 1 of her “vision of becoming a better person” 
through her experience as an international student. A year later, in Interview 2, this 
goal had persisted. She remained committed to her goal of becoming a better person 
because of her experience in Australia and believed this was a “reasonable 
expectation” for her to have. 
Ambitions and purpose 
Student I remained hopeful that his expectation to return home an improved person 
with marketable skills would be realised. He stated that, “I still hope that I can take 
the things I learn home with me to help in my new job.”  
Living in Australia 
Student I had in the initial interview expressed an expectation that Australian people 
would be friendly to him. In Interview 2, he commented, “I still think I should expect 
the people to be nice to visitors as Australia is big multicultural country.” This also 
showed a persistence or resilience of prior expectations. 
Learning environment 
In relation to his experiences with the university, Student I explained, “I have learned 
to ask more questions to teachers so I understand what they want me to do. I still 
have some misunderstandings but I know I am responsible to ask my teacher when I 
am not sure.” This may resemble the analyst strategy argued by Earley and 
Mosakowski (2004) as discussed in Chapter Two, where a person observes others in 
an unfamiliar cultural environment and plans a strategy for implementation. This 
finding is significant as it also indicates a shift in perception concerning study in 
Australia. 
Formation of expectations 
Student J had been purposefully selected for Interview 2 because she was one of two 
who had prior experience as an overseas student (see Table 3.1). She was asked, in 
this instance, about her failed attempt to access information on the University 
website (source withheld). When asked about this, Student J commented that, “I 
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don’t think it would have made any difference. I would have to see the culture for 
myself anyway.” 
With the exception of expectations of the learning environment, these 
findings indicate resilience in the initial expectations of students reported in 
Interview 1. This is particularly evident in personal goals and students’ ambition and 
purpose. 
Discussion of expectations 
Expectation has previously been defined as the anticipation of reactionary responses 
to stimuli moderated by preceding information acquired by the respondent (East, 
2001). A range of sources such as people, books and media may inform expectations. 
The result is the construction of a lens through which respondents view subsequent 
experiences. The data for the discussion in this section is drawn from interview data 
and the researcher’s field notes. 
The Saudi Arabian students in the current study were committed long-term 
students in Australia. A number of participants are firstly completing diploma level 
studies (higher education diploma) in business as a pathway to their degree program. 
When they graduate, three students in the study (Students B, L and M) planned to 
engage in post-graduate programs. These students will be in Australia for five years 
or more.  
Students’ reasons for choosing study overseas in Australia include the 
benefits of being enrolled in more flexible Australian Higher Education institutions 
(including admissions requirements), improved and faster visa processing, 
reasonable costs in comparison to other countries’ educational institutions, and 
ability to transfer to other Australian institutions after serving required time periods 
at the institution of initial enrolment.  
Previous research has demonstrated general reasons for the attraction students 
have to acquiring foreign degrees. It is argued that international students expect to 
improve their chances of gaining satisfying and lucrative careers through study 
overseas and there is the added status afforded by foreign degrees (Dwyer & Peters, 
2004). This expectation supports the notion of globalisation whereby international 
students expect benefits from opportunities to gain high quality qualifications from 
universities around the world (Dwyer & Peters, 2004). 
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According to the findings of the current study, students in the long term 
expect their Australian degrees to provide greater benefits than obtaining a degree 
from most other countries (including their own). This is described in terms of 
enhanced opportunities in their own country as well as advanced individual 
competitiveness in the global job market. This was expected to also apply in the local 
job market in their home country (see Ambition and Purpose, this chapter).  
It should be noted two of the Saudi students in the study (Students D and N) 
had destination preferences ranked higher than Australia. These students listed 
Australia behind USA and England. These students reported, however, after initial 
disappointment in failing to gain acceptance to an institution in their higher 
preference country, they quickly accepted that Australia was a good “win” for them. 
Students claimed their main interest in the higher ranked countries related to 
perceived status (see Ambition and Purpose, this chapter). Some students were happy 
to sacrifice perceived higher status of American and British universities for other 
benefits that only Australia offered such as favourable weather (see Living in 
Australia, this chapter). Participants wanted to contribute to the development of their 
home country with the additional broader knowledge they would acquire by study 
overseas (see Personal Goals, this chapter). For these Saudi Arabian students, 
foreign degrees were expected to provide other advantages as well. This expectation 
appears to have persisted throughout their studies (see Member Checking, this 
chapter). 
Gunaratne (2004) claimed that students were interested in learning a foreign 
language, especially that of the host country (see Language, this chapter). Several 
students in this study pointed to the goal of learning or improving their English as a 
primary focus but, generally, Saudi Arabian students were able to recognise the tacit 
value of an Australian higher education qualification as potent evidence of their 
English language competency. Additionally, their Australian degree would be 
expected to serve as evidence of other intercultural competencies such as experience 
interacting with people of other cultures (see Ambition and Purpose, this chapter). 
The participants were inclined to accept that their home country was becoming more 
global and these competencies would be considered valuable in their home countries 
as well as in the international job market. It was believed, and corroborated through 
Interview 2 that an Australian degree could serve as evidence of intercultural 
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competencies and a key to future identity as citizens of the global society (Lustig & 
Koester, 1993).  
It was unclear whether students in the study chose the Brisbane campus of 
their selected university in terms of it being a teaching- rather than research-
orientated campus. As previously noted, many Saudi Arabian students relied on 
informal networks for their knowledge about Australia and the university (see Table 
4.1). Students may have absorbed their informants’ perceptions and attitudes 
concerning the idealism of Australia and the chosen university as a destination for 
their international study program. It also resonates that students were more 
concerned with the holistic objective of obtaining a degree than the merits of the 
educational processes that lay in store for them in the Australian context (see 
Personal Goals, this chapter).  
Regarding students in the current study, few were engaged solely in the study 
of English at least at the start of their study time in Australia. Despite this, the 
present study demonstrates the importance of learning English for students’ 
immediate as well as long-term goals. Students indicated the importance of learning 
English for academic and social survival in Australia (see Language, this chapter). 
Even students who started at the most basic level of English expected eventually to 
almost fully engage in the educational curriculum presented at the University.  
Understanding the ultimate educational goal for these students invariably will 
extend beyond what the University can provide for them. This indicates the 
importance of examining international students in terms of their expectations as well 
as experiences.  
Research has demonstrated the impact a month or more living or studying 
overseas has on decisions for further studies (Dwyer & Peters, 2004; Mahat & 
Hourigan, 2007; Montgomery, 2010). In the current study, participants revealed that 
even short-term travel had an impact on their interest in study, or further study, 
abroad. While it is noted only two students in the study had engaged in long term 
study outside Saudi Arabia (see Table 3.1) before coming to Australia, it appeared 
the students’ experiences to date had elevated their interest in engaging in further 
studies at other overseas destinations. It appears this experience of overseas travel 
may also develop an orientation towards a patterned lifestyle that involves significant 
time living outside the country of one’s birth (Petersen, 1978). This finding also 
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supports the assertion concerning the tendency of any migration to generate further 
migration in the future (Petersen, 1978).  
As noted above, the most significant impact of any previous international 
experience can be ongoing aspirations for further study at overseas locations (see 
Personal Goals, this chapter). Two participants (Students F and N) also connected 
their attraction to a foreign degree with enabling a possible future migration. More 
than one Saudi Arabian in the current study expressed an interest in temporary or 
permanent relocation to Australia after their studies were concluded. These findings 
indicate the role that educational resources may play in the migration dynamic. Two 
of the students in the study (Student C and M) implied they desired to acquire skills 
and knowledge that will enable further migration at a future time.  
East (2001) posited that students bring expectations based on incomplete 
knowledge (see Formation of expectations, this chapter). The Saudi students in the 
study had conducted almost no research concerning Australia, higher education in 
Australia or the specific institution that had accepted their application to study. The 
findings of the study suggest trivial matters such as weather conditions were the most 
important factor and object of their research. The students in the study generally did 
not know what to expect concerning their visit to Australia. They had little 
knowledge about the people, what the people liked to do, what were their key 
community values and standards, what the university would be like (see Living in 
Australia, this chapter). The students were unconcerned about whether they would be 
able to make friends easily, how the people would accept them and whether they 
would cope with the education system (see Living in Australia, this chapter).  
Saudi Arabian students are influenced strongly by informal networks of 
information (see Table 4.1). It is argued from the current study’s findings that Saudi 
Arabian students form expectations largely based on information supplied by trusted 
others (see Formation of expectations, this chapter). These findings suggest that 
universities need new approaches as they market their programs to international 
students from Saudi Arabia. Expensive marketing campaigns that involve interactive 
websites or sponsoring educational fairs seeking to inform and persuade perspective 
students may not be very effective in relation to Saudi Arabians. The findings of the 
current study suggest positive experiences by current students leading to favourable 
information shared by these students with future prospective students will bring 
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greater results. Students trust the words of others who have already gone down the 
path of education in another country and expectations are framed largely by this 
information. East (2001) concluded that expectations are a powerful guide to the 
evaluation of experiences. Australian universities need to assist international students 
in having positive experiences so that expectations by future Saudi Arabian students 
will also be positive. 
It also appears from the findings that students expected to be well treated by 
Australians and particularly by university staff (see Living in Australia, Learning 
environment, this chapter). This finding persisted, despite some disappointments, 
throughout their studies (see Member Checking, this chapter). This is in keeping with 
Chen’s (1999) contention that international students expect to be well treated by their 
hosts and as “customers” of the university. Hellsten (2010) further explained that 
expectations of being cared for by host communities and institutions are prevalent 
amongst international students. The Saudi Arabian students in this study confirmed 
these contentions in that they shared and retained high expectations of such care.  
Jayanti (1998) suggested that international students form expectations based 
on incomplete information but also tend to categorise experiences; a suggestion 
confirmed by the findings of this study (see Formation of expectations, this chapter). 
In the context of the current study, Saudi Arabian students know what higher 
education means and are exposed to colleges and universities in their own country. It 
appears Saudi students in the study did not acquire specific knowledge of the 
Australian context to form an expectation (and attitude) towards their future 
experience as international students in Australia. According to East (2001), 
international students have certain expectations of services a university should fulfil, 
such as teaching competency, learning support services and comprehensive 
communication between staff and students. This and the reported negative evaluation 
of teaching in Australian universities (see Learning environment, this chapter) 
demonstrates the importance of all stakeholders involved with international students 
in Australia’s higher education sector to develop strategies for understanding the 
expectations of students before they commence their studies and to monitor 
satisfaction levels throughout their studies. 
Jayanti (1998) claimed that failure to meet high expectations leads to 
significant negative reactions. On the other hand, service standards that exceed 
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expectation lead to strong positive reactions. This scenario (defined as 
disconfirmation) occurred as part of the experience of Saudi students in the current 
study who expected reasonable levels of friendliness and support from community 
and university representatives. The students in this study reported experiencing 
friendliness and support at higher levels than expected and high levels of satisfaction 
resulted (see Learning environment, this chapter). It is noted that mere compliance 
on the part of universities with students’ expectations is not sufficient to engender 
satisfaction.  
Robbins and Coulter (2008) explained that achievement of high levels of 
satisfaction in experiential domains reflects ability to exceed one’s expectation. This 
is particularly related to personal services such as education. When expectations are 
met at a basic level, this leads to absence of dissatisfaction but not satisfaction. 
Disconfirmation appears to have occurred for participants in this study as they 
reported positive levels of satisfaction concerning important aspects of their 
experience, particularly in relation to treatment by the university and broader 
community (see Learning environment, this chapter). 
In more general terms, customers tolerate and likely accept a range of service 
quality and so, despite some performance short fallings, see their needs as being 
(minimally) fulfilled (Oliver, 1997). Customers’ assumptions of certain expectations, 
being integral to the product/service, direct the limits of their tolerance zone. Oliver 
(1997) used the term “passive expectations” (p. 73) to define these assumptions, 
considerations which are not actively and cognitively processed.  
In other words, when international students know what a product/service will 
or should do, they do not entertain the notion that performance outcomes will be 
otherwise (Oliver, 1997). If students’ passive expectations are not met, university 
service quality is taken to be far removed from the “zone of tolerance” (Oliver, 
1997). 
In the current study, Saudi students held a narrow zone of tolerance for the 
expected level of more important aspects of their study such as friendly and helpful 
staff and comprehensive support services. In general terms, participants found their 
experience exceeded their expectations. A concern for university marketers is that, if 
international students tolerate a low level of performance, they will be unappreciative 
of higher service performance. It can be demanding to meet the service expectations 
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of international students (Jayanti, 1998; Oliver, 1997). Most importantly, marketers 
to international students need to know what these students value with value defined 
as the return for what the student pays out, with the strongest determinant of value 
judgments being quality (Oliver, 1997).  
The current study’s finding concerning incomplete knowledge (see 
Formation of expectations, this chapter) suggests that university marketers must be 
careful to provide accurate information to prospective buyers concerning their 
products or services (East, 2001). Pre-purchase evaluations of educational products 
engender expectations that result in satisfaction or dissatisfaction. In the context of 
the current study, Saudi students made little use of documents to inform their 
decision to choose an Australian university. University websites and other marketing 
strategies may be generally effective in drawing attention of international students to 
the programs offered at universities. In the current study, this was not the case in so 
far as Saudi students did not look for information in this format. The message for 
Australian university marketers is to examine more appropriate ways to inform 
students of their university’s existence and services offered and to be cautious to 
provide exactly what is promised or to exceed those service promises, if possible. 
When two study participants (Students I and J) were re-interviewed a year 
after the first interview, it became clear that no significant changes had occurred in 
relation to the expectations previously expressed (see Member Checking, this 
chapter). This suggests that students’ original expectations were considered by the 
students to be reasonable. They felt that collecting more information from sources 
such as the internet may not necessarily have created different expectations than 
those previously expressed. 
The following chapter (Chapter Five) will presented the findings of the study 
relating to student experiences. This will represent a response to RQ2 and will build 
from the findings of expectations presented in this chapter. 
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Chapter Five:  Findings and Discussion - Experiences 
This chapter reports the findings of the study described in this thesis in relation to 
experiences as related by the participating Saudi students during their first year of 
studies in Australia. In interviews, the students (n=14) were very open and willing to 
share their experiences, both positive and negative. This chapter connects with RQ2: 
What are the perceptions that international students from Saudi Arabia have 
concerning their experiences as students in their first year of a business course in an 
Australian higher education institution? 
Experiences have previously been defined as events or occurrences that cause 
an emotional response (Mahat & Hourigan, 2007). The experiences of international 
students reported in literature have been presented in the Literature Review (see 
International students: Overview of issues, Chapter Two) and summarised in Figure 
2.1. The general categories which emerged were: language; learning; relationships; 
intercultural competency; living/social integration; and personal/affective impacts. 
For continuity and convenience, these will be grouped under two of the key 
themes in this chapter. These emerged from the investigation of expectations (as 
presented in Chapter Four): Living in Australia and Learning environment. The 
themes of personal goals and ambition and purpose are not revisited in this 
discussion of expectations. The connection between the themes identified in regard 
to expectations and experience is presented in Figure 5.2. These themes were 
intangibles that, not unsurprisingly, were unchallenged during the participants’ first 
year of study.  
The concept of experiences rests within the conceptual framework (Figure 


















Figure 5.1. Components of experiences (based on Figure 1.2) 
Following its discussion of the themes, this chapter will describe the 
challenges precipitated by or inherent in the experiences reported by the study’s 
participants. These challenges have been reported in the literature (see, for example, 
AHRC (Australian Human Rights Commission), 2010; Dunstan, 2009; Forsey, et al., 
2012; Huntington, 1993; Sawir, Marginson, Nyland, & Ramia, 2008) and appear to 
represent common stressors in the lives of international students all over the world. 
These include loneliness and homesickness, alienation, culture shock, language 
difficulties (for those who have English as a second language (ESL)) and unfamiliar 
learning styles (see Challenges faced by international students, Chapter One). 
The next section of the chapter will be its report from the selective member 
checking (see Member Checking, Chapter Three) relating to experiences. The chapter 
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will present a detailed discussion of the experiences recalled by students in both 
Interview 1 and Interview 2. The connections between the reported expectations and 
experiences are explored in the final section of this chapter. As with the previous 
chapter (Chapter Four), the findings in this chapter are synthesised into an holistic 
case.  
Living in Australia 
The previous chapter (Chapter Four) reported on the expectations of the participants 
of this study. The four components of expectations of Living in Australia covered the 
components of: (a) weather, (b) city life, (c) friendliness and friendships, and (d) 
racism. In contrast, the components of “weather” and “city life” did not feature in the 
discussions of experiences. The component of “Friendliness and friendships,” 
however, was expanded to: (i) first impressions (on arrival) and (ii) accommodation. 
The component of racism, regrettably, maintained its place in students’ perceptions 
albeit through both confirming and disconfirming experiences. 
First impressions 
As noted in Chapter Three, the majority of participants (n=11, 78.57%) travelled and 
arrived alone in Australia. One of these, Student G, recounted his first experience 
with Australians. This recount fits within the expectation of friendliness that the 
majority of students had articulated (see Friendliness and Friendships, Chapter 
Four). 
When I came to Australia my first impressions were created when I arrived in 
Sydney airport and I was looking for another terminal to take a local flight up 
to the Gold Coast airport. So I was looking for some directions and I saw a 
person who seemed to be employed at the airport and noticed that he was 
wearing a cowboy hat which I found to be a little intimidating because my 
impression of a cowboy was that they were tough people. I asked him for 
directions and he said he did not know and that he would go away and find out 
and come back and tell me which he did - and I was pleasantly surprised when 
he came back with that information.  
This student had actually expected the man to disappear and not return and was 
happy when he returned with a cheery smile and the needed information. This was a 
highly positive experience for Student G. 
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Accommodation 
Participants commented on the experiences they had in their living arrangements 
here in Australia (see Issues external to campus life, Chapter Two). Some Saudi 
Arabian students reported positive experiences at homestay accommodation. Student 
F noted that: 
For my first five months in Australia, I stayed with a homestay family who were 
very good to me. They were friendly to me and they also served halal food 
[with “halal” describing what Muslims may eat as based on the Quran, the 
Muslim scripture]. I quite enjoyed staying with this family and another thing I 
really liked about my homestay family was they helped me with my English, in 
fact I think staying with the homestay family was possibly a strong contributor 
to my learning of English language. 
Other Saudi Arabian students had different experiences that they might deem 
negative and unsatisfying. They could readily recall episodes of unfriendliness 
exhibited towards them. Student M reported that: 
I went to my new homestay and the landlords gave me the key to the apartment 
but I never saw them again and they never spoke to me again. I wanted 
information about where to catch the bus and things like that. I was not able to 
get that help. I expected they might tell me because I’m living at the house in 
the suburbs and they should know that I don’t know where anything is - so I 
expect them to tell me at least where to catch the nearest bus and where to get 
food from the market. 
Student M recalled this experience as distressing and acknowledged that this 
experience matched his low expectation (see Friendliness and Friendships, Chapter 
Four). He was not surprised when he encountered unfriendly behaviour but he was 
disappointed all the same. It is of particular interest to the study that Students F and 
M had been advised that Australians would not be friendly towards them (see 
Friendliness and Friendships, Chapter Four). Through their experience in the 
homestay houses, Student F’s expectation was “disconfirmed” while Student M’s 
expectation was “confirmed” (East, 2001). Student M’s emotional reaction could be 
classified as culture shock in that he was made to feel anxious and uncertain in an 
unfamiliar environment (Christofi & Charles, 2007).  
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Student G said that he had encountered landlords who act in a racist way 
when approached for flat rental. He said that these landlords often mention previous 
negative experiences they have had with Middle-Eastern tenants and complain that 
Middle-Eastern students are messy and make “a lot of noise.” He went on to say that 
these landlords are often not willing to give other Middle-Eastern students a chance 
to prove themselves if the landlords have had a bad experience with their countrymen 
before. This experience is consistent with the previously cited findings of Cathcart et 
al. (2006) in regard to international students’ reluctance to deal with “unscrupulous” 
landlords and, in more general terms, with Novera’s (2004) identification in a study 
of Indonesian international students of a preference for non-confrontation and 
formality. 
Student B had expected to experience friendly people in Australia but added 
that he thought those who would become closer to him such as landlords or homestay 
parents would treat him like a son. He said that because he knew his parents would 
do the same if a young person was visiting his country and was staying with his 
parents. Student B’s reflection is consistent with Oberg’s (1954/1960) understanding 
of cultural shock as being anxiety caused by being removed from the familiar signs, 
symbols and customs of our own culture.  
Despite these disappointments, on the balance of good and bad experiences 
by students in the current study, there was general agreement the people in Australia 
are friendly and helpful. This sentiment was expressed frequently by most of the 
Saudi Arabian students throughout the interviews.  
Racism and discrimination 
Eight students (n=14, 57.14%) in the study reported some form of racial abuse and 
discrimination in their first 12 months of living in Australia. As understood in this 
study, racial abuse and discrimination incorporate any derogatory or spiteful 
comment or action directed to another person based upon race or religion. Student A 
reported that: 
A few times people have been unkind in their speech to me. Once I was 
attacked verbally by people in a racial way on the Gold Coast. Some drunken 
young people were telling me I should not be in this country, to get out of the 
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country and wanting to fight with me. This made me afraid and I was 
wondering if this may happen a lot more - so I was very unhappy.  
Student A was sanguine about this experience. He added that: 
Fortunately, this only happened one time where there was violence against me 
based upon my coming from a foreign country. I know this sort of thing can 
happen anywhere - even in my own country - so I didn’t feel that it was just a 
bad thing about Australia.  
Similarly, another Saudi Arabian student in the study, Student C, reported the 
following experience concerning abusive behaviour in a public place in Australia. He 
said he also knew of other international students at Metro University who had similar 
experiences on an infrequent basis: 
One bad experience I had in Australia as an international student or maybe 
just someone who looks foreign, was when some people spoke to me that 
seemed to be drunk and they were speaking to me very rudely and telling me 
that I should go back to my own country and that I have no business being here 
in Australia and I should go home. This experience did upset me and I thought 
about it afterwards for a while, but not too long, and I was able to get over it. I 
was a little bit surprised about any racism in this country.  
(Student C) 
Student H also experienced people on the street enquiring rudely as to the 
reason he came to Australia and suggesting that he “go back home.” While the 
frequency of these attacks was minimal, students were very concerned with the 
brazen way in which strangers addressed them in what appears tantamount to racially 
discriminating monologue. Student I noted, in Interview 1, that: 
It seemed they were saying things like we should leave Australia and “go 
home” only because we were of a different culture and that we had different 
colour skin and belong to a different religion. I think this is just a few people 
who were acting this way and gave me a bad experience.  
One of the female Saudi Arabian students, Student D, in the study also 
commented on the racially charged comments directed at her in a public street. 
Having her hair, but not her face, covered, she was walking with a group of friends 
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along a main street in the central business district of Brisbane, not very far from the 
entrance to the University campus when she was abused. She explained that: 
I have had some small problems since coming to Australia. Generally I feel 
very safe but sometimes there are some comments that are said by people in the 
street who see me and my friends wearing our traditional headdress. 
Sometimes they will say mean things to us as they pass by. I’m not even sure 
whether these people are Australian - they may be from other countries. It’s 
not often but it does happen sometimes.  
(Student D) 
The other female student in the study, Student J, also commented on her 
experiences of racism that was perpetrated by other international students and even 
by members of staff. She had adopted western clothing and had her hair and face 
uncovered. She was not willing to disclose the nationality of the students concerned: 
I have experienced racism and bullying here in Australia from other 
international students at the University and from staff and people in positions 
of authority. There were times when people spoke to me rudely which I 
believed was due to the fact I come from a certain country in the Middle-East. 
This hurt my feelings.  
There is also stereotyping that can sometimes happen where people 
think we are not very good to other people as a race and some of them looked 
down on me. I’m not sure why these people would look down upon us. Perhaps 
they think we are savages and the media has a big part to play in that portrayal 
of members of a particular country in a certain way so that others then may in 
a stereotypical fashion believe that everyone from my country is the same way.  
Student J thought deeply about reasons people may speak unkindly to those 
from different races. While she was philosophical about her ordeal, she remained 
disappointed concerning the experience and felt it tarnished her overall experience as 
a visitor to Australia. She recognised the role of the media in where attitudes to her 
and her nationality were negative. 
For each participant who experienced episodes of racism, sadness and 
disappointment were common results. It was alarming to the students that 
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discrimination based upon race also occurred in commercial and government 
institutions. Student L reported that: 
Sometimes in Australia I go places and talk to people particularly in offices 
such as Queensland Transport and find that staff do not talk nicely to Saudi 
students or perhaps any student or foreign person. We are not treated as well 
as someone who would seem to be more normal Australian. They seem to be 
less nice to foreigners and particularly to those who appear to be international 
students and perhaps particularly from the Middle-East so perhaps it is a 
matter of which country that person comes from such as Saudi Arabia. 
However, it doesn’t really seem to matter which country I come from (to them) 
as it seems these people in the shops and offices do not talk as nicely or as 
kindly or give as much information or spend as much time with someone who 
appears to be foreign.  
Student L associated this type of behaviour with racism and discrimination. 
He saw no distinction between a person withholding friendly responses to someone 
from another race and someone telling him he should “go home.” For Student L, the 
message is the same only the latter was more direct and confronting. This experience 
adds to the growing list of negative episodes Saudi students have had in public places 
in Australia.  
To conclude these findings concerning students’ racially abusive experiences, 
the account of one Saudi student, Student G, who had perhaps the most threatening 
experience of all the students interviewed, follows: 
I had an incident late at night when I was out coming home. A car full of boys 
drove along and stopped near where I was. They seemed to be drunk and they 
started calling to me and speaking rudely and I asked them how old they were 
because they appeared to be younger than the legal driving age and they just 
got angry at the things I said. As I started to walk away, I heard the tyres of the 
car squealing and the car reversed and struck me and knocked me over. I was 
not badly hurt but was very angry and I wanted to get my revenge but found 
that the car had sped away and so I went home and I realised the next day that 
I was mostly upset because I couldn’t get revenge. I remember this incident 




The learning environment dominated student responses in regard to experiences. The 
learning environment provided a crucible in which all participating students’ 
difficulties were made evident. In this, the learning environment was the prime 
source of the cultural shock that the students in this study experienced particularly 
due to their unfamiliarity with cognitive aspects and role-playing skills (Taff, 1977) 
in the form of academic protocols (Grayson, 2008; Novera, 2004).  
Predominant in this is concern with language and the impact of limited skills 
in English on progress in academic studies. This deficiency has, in turn, a clear 
impact on students’ interactions with lecturers particularly where the participants had 
difficulty in understanding what was being said in class. The dimension of time, or 
more fully, time-frame orientation (see Cultural and intercultural competency, 
Chapter Two; International students: Overview of issues, Chapter Two; Learning 
environment, Chapter Four) was key to a number of recalled experiences relating to 
the learning environment. Students’ experience of group work featured strongly in 
the interviews with participants reporting both positive and negative outcomes. 
Impact of language deficiency 
In the discussion of Expectations (see Language, Chapter Four), language was 
aligned with academic success (Mahat & Hourigan, 2007). Student A described his 
language skills as “very bad” and maintained that, even after the first two semesters 
at the university, he was experiencing only a “50% understanding of English.” He 
bemoaned this fact as it led to difficulty when he was listening to lecturers or tutors 
in class and missing the meaning of every second word.  
Student K similarly complained that teaching staff spoke “too fast” for him to 
follow. He felt he had no chance keeping up so he generally “shut down” in class and 
just waited for class to finish so that he could get respite. Others commented on how 
difficult it was to pay attention in lectures because of their ongoing difficulties with 
English with one suggesting that the lecturer gave no allowances for the language 
deficiencies affecting almost the entire class.  
Comprehension of English in an academic setting thus presents as a source of 
culture shock for students. Their reported difficulties align to Christofi and Charles’s 
(2007) description of culture shock as the disorientation and uncertainty felt when a 
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person has to function within a different and unknown culture. The disparity between 
students’ perceived capacity to understand and express themselves in English in an 
academic setting and the reality of the difficulties they experienced represents a 
disconfirmation of expectations (see Chapter Four). 
Interactions with lecturers  
The students had reported positive expectations concerning their future experiences 
with their lecturers in Australia (see Interactions with lecturers and other staff, 
Chapter Four). They reported that they were comfortable in lectures in Australia but 
were confused about having to decide for themselves what to read and how to 
prepare for tutorials and assessments. The students indicated that they preferred to be 
told what pages to read in their textbooks to prepare for their classes, what was 
important on each page, and what pages to read in preparation for an assignment or 
exam. 
The students in the study also noted that assessment strategies are different in 
Australia and, as with directions in regard to reading, they also expected – and 
needed – clearer instructions about assessment items. Student J, for example, 
explained that international students expected “a lot of direction to be provided in 
fine detail.” All participants in the study reported difficulty with this. 
A few students were not impressed with one or more of their lecturers. 
Student E explained that: 
There was one subject in my first semester with a lecturer who really did 
nothing. When I say nothing, I mean the lecturer just came to class and spoke 
for three or four hours and spoke in a way that a lot of students didn’t 
understand and students didn’t feel the class was very inviting for us to make 
any comment or ask questions of this lecturer. 
I ended up having to get a private tutor to help me to understand this 
particular subject. As a result of the poor efforts of the teacher, I failed the 
subject and I was very shocked because I have never failed a subject before 
and I was sure that the lecturer contributed to my failure.  
These concerns were echoed by other participants who observed another side 
to their lecturers or tutors: 
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Not all lecturers are the same. Some lecturers were very friendly to students 
and this is the case with most of the lecturers at the University. But I also 
discovered that, even though a lecturer might be friendly to students during 
normal classes, they became much more serious during assessments and 
sometimes said harsh things like if you are late then that is a very bad thing.  
(Student B) 
Student I, in Interview 1, recalled that one lecturer made a sweeping 
comment about failing subjects that had inadvertently caused him considerable 
consternation. In his mind, the experience was concerning due to the far-reaching 
implications of the statement made:  
In one of the subjects at the University, the lecturer at the start of the year said 
that he doesn’t fail students and students failed themselves. I thought this 
would mean that some students would just have to fail and we thought that we 
would fail as Saudi students because we were learning in a foreign language 
and also have difficulties learning a different culture. I did not doubt this 
person was a good teacher but I was very worried that I would fail because of 
what he said.  
(Student I)  
This seemingly simple misunderstanding or misinterpretation of what the 
lecturer said had a worrying effect upon all the Saudi students in the class (and 
perhaps others). Because of deep-seated enculturation, the students did not seek 
clarification from the lecturer concerning the statement. Others agreed they could 
talk to lecturers about getting help or even to query a grade, but chose not to. They 
thought lecturers and tutors were approachable but in the end, the students were not 
convinced they should make the approach. Student N explained that: 
I like the teaching style here in Australia and I find it very good and very 
supportive and I’m very happy that I study here. I don’t usually go and talk to 
teachers - as that’s not really my style. I have never really been one to go and 
consult privately with teachers about any problems that I might be having. I 
would be very confident of getting help if I did ask staff support people or 
teachers to help me. Teachers always seem very welcoming and very friendly 
and I never felt that anything would be wrong if I went and asked for help.  
 152 
Both Students D and L had unhappy experiences with lecturing staff in 
attempts to have grades reviewed. They had made the decision to approach lecturing 
staff but found disappointment in the outcome: 
I had one experience with a lecturer who was giving me some help preparing 
an assignment and when I went to see him he told me what I could do to make 
it better and I submitted it. Later I got a certain mark and I was able to make 
improvements and resubmitted but when I did submit the second time, I got a 
worse mark and couldn’t understand why.  
Consequently I am not sure what to do in Australia and to know 
whether it is normal for a student to ask lecturers about getting better marks as 
in Saudi it’s different as we are usually not confident about getting grades 
changed, so I don’t like that very much when teachers say you can make 
improvements to get higher marks, you do it, and then get lower marks. So I 
don’t know if it is the culture of the organisation or just the individual teacher 
but now I am not sure about asking teachers in the future about giving me 
better marks for an assignment or exam.  
(Student D)  
Student L had a similarly disappointing experience with a lecturer concerning 
a re-mark. Student L’s paper had been sent to another campus to be re-marked by 
another lecturer in the discipline but this process had resulted in a failing grade. 
Student L was keen to ask more questions and had tried to find out who was involved 
in this process. He reported that: 
They didn’t give me any information and so I was very upset about failing the 
subject but I was mostly sad about not getting the full or correct information 
and I thought maybe it was just the culture of the University that they protect 
each other at the staff level and don’t give all the information to students. I 
think it might just be the culture of the Australian Universities to not help 
students and particularly to not overturn a result that has been given by 
another staff member.  
(Student L)  
It appears from these comments that some students are concerned about the 
culture, or at least a subculture, that may exist in the Australian university system. 
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Culture is defined as integrated systems of learned behaviour patterns that 
characterise members of a distinct society whose people live differently, classify and 
represent their experiences and act creatively for the common good (Lewis, 2006). 
Subcultures exist inside the broader culture when individuals share common 
characteristics that are not supported by the broader culture (Trompenaars & 
Hampden-Turner, 2006).  
Some of the participants in the study were suggesting that the University had 
a culture that works against students when they question the normal processes of the 
university. Students in the study were suspicious of this type of behaviour and 
recognised it as rampant in Saudi Arabian institutions. While they did not expect the 
same in Australia, it is understandable that they might associate their negative 
experiences with lecturers in Saudi Arabia when they see signs of similar behaviour 
in Australian universities.  
Generally, academic support staff and administrative staff at the university 
received glowing reviews by students in the study. Student I (Interview 1) stated, “It 
seems that most of the staff, from the Dean down to teachers and support staff at the 
University are very helpful and friendly towards international students. It is nice for 
me that they are so helpful.” Despite the general friendly disposition encountered by 
Saudi students in the study, there were concerns expressed concerning the passage of 
time before students’ queries were addressed by university staff: 
There was one time I was corresponding with the University by emails about 
some matter and I found that the University was quite slow in responding to me 
and often it would take more than a week before I would get responses to my 
emails. Another problem I had was related to information concerning my visa 
and I was talking about my problem with the student services division at the 
University and they were the ones who were slow to respond to me and it made 
it hard for me and I got frustrated. I did not think it would take so long for 
university departments to answer questions from students particularly 
questions of an important nature relating to visas which is an important part of 
being international students in foreign countries.  
(Student F) 
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It was obvious from this comment that students felt more prompt attention to 
their queries was warranted. This is particularly so when the matter relates to the 
critical and legal elements of their stay in Australia as foreign students. This was 
worrying for the Saudi Arabian students in the study as they thought this reticence 
towards prompt addressing of students’ concerns and queries, was an indication of 
apathy on the part of staff: 
I found University staff were not as friendly as I thought they might be. I 
thought they could be more helpful with questions that I asked. Sometimes I 
would not get any answer to questions that I had when I asked the staff either 
orally or by email and sometimes I would get no answer at all about my 
enquiry. This made me upset.  
(Student L) 
Student A commented that “in Australia it is much more free about the things 
that you do and you are also more free in classes in that you will not get in trouble 
for doing a wrong sentence or if you make small mistakes.” Most students used terms 
like free and easy in describing the classroom environment. However, some students 
discovered limits to that freedom. Most participants in the study felt initially they 
were free in the university classrooms to act in any way they desired. The students 
felt this was just part of the university environment in Australia. Later, they 
discovered some lecturers at the university had other ideas about what students 
would be permitted to do in their classrooms: 
I did my first class and I was thinking that there would be no rules about things 
like having my phone. So I thought I was free but I found that in some classes if 
I was doing something on my phone and sometimes the teacher would stop and 
talk to me and asked me to show respect for him and that if I was disrespectful 
to him then I will have to leave the classroom. I thought about this later and I 
realised that I was wrong and that I should show respect for my teachers and 
not do things on my phone while they are talking. I also thought about the 
money that I was spending for tuition, accommodation and everything else and 




As noted in Chapter Four, most students in the study expected that times for lectures 
and tutorials, appointments and group meetings would, as happens in Saudi Arabia, 
not be strictly enforced. The issue of time, particularly in the distinctions of it as 
either monochromic (Hofstede, 1997) as in industrialised western countries or 
polychronic (Gelb, 2012) as in Saudi Arabia, has been previously discussed in this 
thesis (see Students from Arab countries, Chapter One). It had not emerged in the 
findings of expectations and it might be conjectured that the participants were simply 
unaware of any potential problems. This, in turn, may relate to the participants’ lack 
of experience of cultures other than their own. It should be recalled that only two 
participants (Students J and K) had overseas experience (see Table 3.1). 
The experience of most students in the study was that times for attendance are 
strictly enforced in almost every facet of Australian life. Universities are formal 
settings in Australian society and students soon discovered classes commence on 
time and usually finish on time or slightly earlier. Almost all Saudi students in the 
study commented on at least one experience when they had arrived late for class and 
the teacher had either said something about it or at least gave disapproving facial 
gestures in the direction of offending students. This represented a strong example of 
a cultural shock for the students in the study. Attention to punctuality was not 
expected and was a new experience for them. The issue of time-frame orientation 
emerged as a component in intercultural competency (see Learning environment, this 
chapter). Student K lamented his habitual lateness and its impact on his relationship 
with his lecturer: 
Sometimes this has been a problem for me in Australia when I come late for 
class and especially when I am late for an exam I sometimes get in trouble or I 
might not be allowed to take the exam at that time and then I have to negotiate 
with teachers to have the exam at another time. The teacher seemed a little 
annoyed about my lateness. 
A number of other Saudi Arabian students in the study spoke about lateness. 
Their experiences with teaching staff had similarly become a point of reflection for 
them concerning their habitual tardiness: 
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In Saudi, we are not very strict about times and we usually come late but I hate 
to be late. I remember one time here in Australia I was late for a school class 
and I hated that and the teacher said to me you can’t study here if you are 
going to be late so I then remembered the reason that I am here is to study and 
to learn and so I should not be late even when I go home to Saudi Arabia. I 
think, however, I will probably go back to the way that I was before, that 
means go back to the attitude that I don’t care about time because no one else 
does.  
(Student N) 
This statement implies that students may attempt adaptation to the Australian 
culture only insofar as such adherence permits functionality. As Student N suggested, 
and in the spirit of the “sojourner” (Coates, 2004), he intends to revert from 
promptness to lateness when he returns to his home country. He does not indicate 
whether he agrees or disagrees with the lateness inherent in his countrymen; only that 
he wishes to join them and be the same as them. 
Group dynamics and group work 
The experience of the classroom was a concern for many Saudi Arabian students in 
the study. This environment can also be discussed in terms of group dynamics. 
Group dynamics refers to the modification of individuals’ behaviours when 
participating in group environments (Schermerhorn, et al., 2011). The class is of 
itself one single-sex group. Smaller groups emerge naturally when students 
becoming friends and want to sit together in class each week. Formal groups are 
often organised in Australian universities for the purpose of assignments and 
presentations.  
Students in the study were asked what they thought of group work and what 
experiences they had had relating to group activity. Firstly, the responses indicated 
that group work for assessment purposes was not common in Saudi Arabia, 
supporting the findings of Ofori-Attah, 2008; Shapiro & Purpel, 2005 (see 
Unfamiliarity with the learning environment in the host institution, Chapter Two). 
None of the students in this study offered any clue as to whether they had anticipated 
group work to be a feature of the Australian education system. Yet, almost all 
students reported finding enjoyment in group work and saw parallels with other 
 157 
activities in Saudi life. Reasons given for this included: having more fun, sharing 
information and knowledge and dividing the workload. Many students’ experiences 
were framed by homogeneous groups consisting only of Saudi Arabian students:  
I like being in groups and think that is a cultural thing that I have grown up 
with. It is good to be in a group for many things. I think my culture is 
different to Australia in the way that we in Saudi do like to do more things in 
groups and social things as well as working on problems or projects or 
assignments at school. This includes going places and doing things where we 
prefer to function in groups and this is different to Australian culture. While I 
still see that students do work in groups in Australia but I see that is not as 
strong as in Saudi and that perhaps there are smaller groups like only two 
people and they don’t really seem to like to be in groups all the time like it is 
in Saudi.  
(Student C) 
Other study participants made similar positive comments concerning their 
attitudes and experiences with groups. There were strong sentiments expressed 
concerning psychological aspects of group membership as well as functional aspects 
relating to sharing workloads. Student A explained that, at Metro University: 
We do a lot of group activity with other students particularly my friends from 
Saudi Arabia. We studied together in groups and we talked about the approach 
we might take to an assessment. We like to help each other understand what is 
required for assessments. So, in summary, I do enjoy group work. I think it’s 
very useful and it makes me feel happy to share ideas and to know what other 
students are thinking and helping each other to prepare for assessments and 
also just the social aspect of talking with other students about the different 
things that come up regarding being international students.  
While the experiences of group work were overwhelmingly reported as 
positive, some students in the study preferred not to work in homogeneous Saudi 
Arabian groups but wished to join heterogeneous groups made up of students from 
different nationalities such as Chinese, Nepalese or Indian. These students were 
prepared to sacrifice security of communicating with other group members in their 
native tongue in favour of richer learning experiences. Students wanted to get to 
know other cultures and learn from working with students from diverse backgrounds. 
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Some students also complained that, in all-Saudi Arabian groups, there were always 
those Saudis who took charge and wanted to assign more work to other members and 
to leave very little work for them. The students also noted that all-Saudi groups often 
spent time socialising when they were together and required effort to get focused on 
the topic.  
A number of students in the study professed to enjoy working in groups that 
were heterogeneous and found it to be a rich experience. One of the students, Student 
K, had continually tried to mix with students from other cultures in group work 
situations but recounted the following experience: 
I have had some awful experiences working in groups here in Australia. I 
thought before coming here that working in a group would be a good thing, 
that there would be a lot of sharing and collaboration and getting close to each 
other but I found this is not the case. There are some big student cohorts at this 
campus. Prominent are the Indian and South East Asian cohorts. They are very 
traditional and have a long history and have certain ways of looking at things 
so when I am working with these students from these countries with long 
histories it feels like to me that I’m not working with an individual but rather I 
am working with a country.  
Consequently, when I’m working in a group with them, I find they don’t 
want to extend themselves beyond the way they normally communicate and 
deal with people from other countries. I found it very difficult to communicate 
and to want to spend more time with other group members even though I knew 
it was important and useful to completing group assignments. I see that many 
students from other countries didn’t want to have a lot of meetings and to 
communicate openly with me.  
(Student K)  
On the balance of these reported experiences, students in the study were 
willing and happy to work in groups and preferred working with other Saudis if they 
were able to focus and remain functional. Other students were equally as happy 
working with students from other nationalities despite the difficulties they 
encountered.  
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Challenges posed by experiences 
This addresses the emotional affects such as stress, homesickness, culture shock, 
alienation and loneliness experienced by participants in this study previously noted in 
this thesis (see Challenges faced by international students, Chapter One; 
Introduction, this chapter). Student L, for example, confided that “I feel homesick 
and lonely quite a bit in Australia and, in the early part of my time here, I wanted to 
go back to Saudi Arabia as often as I could.”  
Stress is defined in this study as the body’s reaction to a challenging stimulus 
which is sufficiently strong to cause a “fight-or-flight” response (Trompenaars & 
Hampden-Turner, 2006). It is clear from the interviews that stress was experienced 
by many students in the study. Normal stress might be described as the discomfort 
associated with onerous reading requirements and multiple due dates for 
assignments. Most of the “normal” stress experienced by students in the current 
study was associated with the rigours of study. The students in the study agreed that 
the stressors of language and the unfamiliar learning environment might have 
exacerbated this feeling.  
Student A, one of the two married males in the study, shared that, “I feel 
stressed sometimes relating to studying. There was just so much to do and 
particularly when I have assignments due and my wife was sick. It was a heavy 
burden at the time.” Student E similarly offered that “I feel very stressed in class just 
thinking about whether I can pass this particular subject and was worried about this 
all the time.” Student I admitted, in Interview 1, to having a difficult time in the early 
parts of his first year in Australia in regard to study. He explained that: 
I have experienced loneliness, homesickness and alienation. I experience stress 
sometimes maybe just like any other student does about the subjects and about 
study, to try to get it all done with all the assignments and preparing for the 
exams. 
One of the two females in the study, Student J, shared her experiences 
concerning stress, homesickness and loneliness. In Interview 1, she acknowledged 
she was not a very trusting person due to the negative experiences she had with 
people in her home country as well as in Australia. Her first stressor was associated 
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with assessment. In a direct reference to her interaction with her lecturers, she 
explained that:  
I did experience some stress and major anxiety as I approached my first final 
exam period at the university as I had no real idea what to expect even 
though the lecturers gave examples of what test questions might appear like. I 
still did not have a clear picture in my mind what to expect and I was terrified 
leading up to that first exam period. I tend not to trust people so I didn’t 
necessarily trust examples that were given by the lecturers about what the 
test questions may appear like.  
Student J was candid in describing the homesickness and loneliness she felt 
when she was first in Australia. It was clear from her response that, as one of the 
majority of students who had travelled and arrived alone (see Table 3.1), she was 
depressed and not coping with her situation. She explained that: 
When I first came to Australia, I felt homesick and lonely and it made me feel 
sad for a period of time. I felt so low I stayed in bed in those early months of 
coming to Australia.  
But, to her credit, Student J developed her own solution. It can only be conjectured if 
she gained this confidence by having had previous experience as an international 
student. She shared that: 
The only way I was able to overcome this [depression] was by joining a gym. 
The results of this action created a better social life as I had people to talk 
with at the gym who had things in common with me such as health and 
exercise. I benefited greatly from that new social network created by joining 
the gym when I was experiencing that low time, even a bit of depression.  
Despite the loneliness and homesickness I had experienced, it did not 
have a detrimental effect upon my studies because when I experienced those 
things I remembered the reason why I was here; to study and to make a better 
life for myself. When I was feeling down I just put my effort into studying and 
I was able to focus on my studies even though I was feeling down before 
joining the gym.  
Interestingly, Student J realised that she needed support but did not make use 
of any of the support services at the university, a practice not uncommon amongst 
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international students (see Owens & Loomes, 2010). This may be due to the same 
enculturation which prevents other students from approaching their lecturers in 
regard to misunderstanding or discontent with results. This in keeping with the 
findings of Novera (2004) and the experiences of other students (see, for example, 
Student I, Interactions with lecturers, this chapter). Student J further explained that: 
There were many people I thought I could talk to about the problems I was 
having and I did talk to some people who were my neighbours at the time. I 
didn’t really think to talk to people at the University about my problems and 
the reason that I did not talk to the University is because the problems were 
personal and not related to study at the University. I did not feel the 
University should have to deal with personal problems that students have. I 
may have been aware that there were counselling services available at the 
University; I still didn’t see this was a situation for counselling or that I 
would qualify for getting assistance because I did not feel that I was “lost.”  I 
keep my study life and my personal life separate at least in my mind and I 
didn’t see that I was a real candidate for counselling services.  
For some students in the study, stress was related to the fact they had come to 
Australia in the first place and the “opportunity cost” this imposes. Opportunity cost 
is defined as the measure of the benefits of a choice that has been sacrificed in order 
to pursue a different choice (Layton, et al., 2012). This has a tangential link to the 
expectations relating to Ambitions and Purpose (see Chapter Four). Student B, who 
had arrived in Australia with his sister, explained that, “I felt stressed when I first 
came to Australia. I had a good job in a Bank in Saudi and I had to give up my job to 
study in Australia.”  
Almost all students in the study reported degrees of homesickness. As with 
others, Student H admitted that “I do not experience any homesickness but I do miss 
my parents a little bit.” Those who experienced the least amount of homesickness 
had come to Australia with relatives. As noted in Chapter Three, two (Students A 
and E) were married and had travelled to Australia with their wives (see Table 3.1). 
This means that, despite the added responsibility, these students had an immediate 
support structure. Student B travelled to Australia with his sister, also a university 
student, and shared accommodation with her. Student B therefore also had a familial 
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support with the added advantage of advice from someone who was also wrestling 
with a new environment. 
Experiences detailed in Interview 2 
In Interview 2, Students I and J made comments concerning their perceptions of 
experiences after approximately one year had elapsed since Interview 1. As with the 
reporting interview 2 in Chapter Four, this section will be organised using the themes 
identified in this chapter. 
Living in Australia 
An unfortunate aspect of the participants’ reporting of their interaction with the 
public was its singular focus on racism. Student J commented: 
I have not had any further bad experiences with racism since the time of 
the last interview. Maybe I am less sensitive to the way people act 
towards people from my country but I still get a little sad when people 
don’t show respect that should be shown for any human being. 
Student I commented on his perspectives concerning racism. He stated, “I 
have not had any more bad experiences with racism except for some people in the 
street and in shops still look at me a little bit funny.” Each of these students 
remained aware of racism but had developed their own defence mechanisms. It 
was clear that it still presented a challenge to them and remained a stressor in their 
lives. 
Learning environment 
Student I explained that he had become more confident in class. He now asks “a lot 
of questions” of teaching staff until he gains greater understanding of assessment and 
other requirements. He recognises his responsibility to do that in each of his subjects 
and in this, has gained some agency in regard to his studies. This indicates a change 
from his first experiences reported in Interview 1, when he stated that he did not ask 
many questions in class (see, Interactions with lecturers, this chapter). It also 
indicates a contradiction of the reported reticence of international students in 
speaking to or challenging their lecturers (see, for example, Hellsten, 2010; Volet & 
Ang, 2012). 
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Coincidentally, Student J had adopted a similar strategy. She explained that 
she had made “some improvement” in the way she responded to instructions 
delivered by teaching staff. She commented that, “I have found that if I ask a lot of 
questions directly to the professors at the university, then I can get the knowledge I 
need.” This strategy has given Student J more confidence in coping with the 
challenges of understanding what was required by teaching staff for assessments, 
which in turn has reduced her stress a little. Given Hofstede’s (1997) description of 
Arabs as preferring formality and non-confrontation, both Students I and J have 
overcome entrenched cultural practices to adjust to their new situation. Student J had 
commented in her first interview that she had considerable trouble with group work 
and was unable to successful create any sort of synergy. She explained in this latter 
interview that: 
My experiences with groups have not got any better. It is a horrible 
experience to get a group working properly. All I can do is to get knowledge 
myself about the topic and encourage others to be involved. 
This difficulty is unsurprising giving the findings in the literature (see Ofori-Attah, 
2008; Shapiro & Purpel, 2005) regarding Saudi students’ unfamiliarity with group 
work along with other pedagogical practices common to western education. As with 
her approaches to other experiences raised in Interview 2, she has developed her own 
coping strategies. According to Earley and Mosakowski (2004) the students seemed 
to be making some changes to classroom behaviour (analyst) and possibly adopting a 
mimic stance (see Chapter Two). They observed others in the classroom and tried to 
adopt a communication style that seemed more beneficial, such as asking more 
questions of lecturers. 
Challenges 
Student I had struggled with loneliness and stress and was candid in reporting on 
this in Interview 1. In his second interview, he commented on his strategies to 
deal with these feelings. He said that: 
I still feel lonely sometimes and get stressed about class and assessment. 
It doesn’t seem to get any easier. I try to talk more with my teachers so I 
can know what they want. I just spend the spare time with my Saudi 
friends and go back home to Saudi at semester break time. 
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Student J admitted that she was still struggling with making friends even 
though her experience of joining a local gym had provided some much-needed social 
engagement. She commented, “I am still having difficulty interacting in many social 
situations so I think that my previous experiences overseas were not enough.” This 
reflection is opposed to the findings from the research literature which suggests that 
experience in more than one country is a key strategy in success (see, for example, 
ACIIE, 1996; Lustig & Koester, 1993).  
Discussion of experiences 
This chapter has reported the findings of the study relating to students’ experiences. 
This has a direct connection to RQ2 which sought to understand what experiences 
students had in the first year of their study in Australia. Once again, students were 
candid in their recounting of both positive and negative experiences.  
This discussion commences with a review of the definition of experience. 
Shaw and Ivens (2005) argued that experience is the response people have 
concerning interactions with events, people or organisations. It is a blend of physical, 
sensual and emotional responses to stimuli emanating from these interactions. 
Schmitt (2003) claimed that experience is process-orientated rather than simply a 
response to functionality of desired output such as buying a product. These 
definitions suggest that experiences are more than simply what happens to people 
when they engage with stimuli. More importantly, experiences are considered 
through the lens of emotion. According to Schmitt (2003), this element of experience 
makes it difficult for providers of goods and services to address the needs of 
consumers. 
Living in Australia 
Australia boasts unparalleled levels of economic opportunity, stability of government 
and, due to its diversity, high levels of religious and racial tolerance (McInnis, et al., 
1995). It prides itself on standing for “freedom, tolerance, fairness and opportunity” 
(Bishop, 2010, para, 7). It is therefore unfortunate that, Saudi Arabian students and 
other cohorts experience abuse by others in Australia. The experiences of racial 
abuse by the Saudi Arabian students in the study are regrettable (see Racism and 
discrimination, this chapter). Armitage (2008) argued that international students 
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deserve better treatment in Australia and the government has been quick to condemn 
any racially-motivated assaults on students (see Bishop, 2010).  
Nyland (2010) reported that racial abuse occurs in most countries of the 
world with Australia found to be no exception; a notion incidentally reported by 
Student A (Racism and discrimination, this chapter). Abuse ranged from derogatory 
comments made directly to students concerning religious attire and appearance (such 
as reported by Students A, C, D, J, and I) to physical assault (Student G). It was 
acknowledged that the vast majority of perpetrators of abuse against Saudi Arabian 
students were intoxicated at the time and the students commented on the diminished 
likelihood of the abuse occurring under normal circumstances. Despite this, abuse 
based on religion or race remains a deplorable action and should not be tolerated by a 
democratic society such as Australia.  
These experiences of abuse were negative for Saudi Arabian students as they 
threatened their sense of safety. According to Robbins and Coulter (2008), people are 
unable to focus on higher order needs such as building self-esteem through 
achievement and self-actualisation until they have satisfied lower order needs such as 
safety. For Saudi Arabian students, this means they are unlikely to perform in their 
studies if they are worried about safety. Abused persons cannot feel safe. It is 
therefore paramount that students are made to feel as safe as possible. There is a 
responsibility on the part of the university to inform students about safety issues and 
ensure that appropriate support is provided (see Safety concerns, Chapter Two). 
It was also reported by participants in the current study that homestay parents, 
with one exception reported by Student F (see Accommodation, this chapter), 
provided minimal support and often showed signs of discrimination towards them (as 
reported by Students M and G). According to Armitage (2008), this type of 
experience can be disheartening for foreign students who are trying to fit in with 
their host culture but are recipients of unfair treatment.  
Of particular concern is the adverse treatment perceived by Saudi Arabian 
students when they enter commercial and government establishments. For example, 
Student L reported unfavourable treatment by merchants and public servants for no 
apparent reason other than his middle-eastern appearance (see Racism and 
discrimination, this chapter). This type of treatment based ostensibly upon racial 
discrimination is a major source of dissatisfaction for travellers to Australia 
 166 
(Montgomery, 2010). It appears the openness and acceptance of diversity in 
Australia is still evolving and harbours remnants of discrimination based upon race 
and other factors. 
Learning environment 
Two key issues emerged for students in regard to their learning environment. 
These were (i) concerns with language; and (ii) unfamiliarity with the new learning 
environment. 
i. Language concerns 
Whilst Saudi students are reasonably confident with their grasp of conversational 
English, they nevertheless, as noted in this chapter, found the use of English in 
academic settings very daunting and problematic (see also International students: 
Overview of issues, Chapter Two; Language, Chapter Four; Impact of language 
deficiency, this chapter). Biggs and Tang (2009) argued that language deficiency is 
perhaps the greatest challenge for international students to realise benefits of a 
quality education in foreign countries. Saudi students struggle particularly with 
written English and require substantial help from institutions to understand how to 
organise their thoughts in English language and convert those notions into written 
expression. Saudi students excel in oral presentations where they can express 
themselves using verbal and non-verbal cues and this usually leads to interesting, 
high quality discourses. Australian educational institutions need to acknowledge 
different learning styles, and applications of learning, that international students 
bring to the classroom (McInnis, et al., 1995).  
Various levels of deficiency in English language, with all its nuances, cause 
international students to develop strategies to cope (Mahat & Hourigan, 2007). Saudi 
students engage in intense collaborative learning sessions with each other in an 
attempt to understand subject materials and prepare for assessments. 
ii. Unfamiliarity with the new learning environment 
Saudi Arabian students have difficulty in overcoming their entrenched 
enculturation in the Saudi education system. They appear ambivalent in their 
reactions to university staff in Australia. The findings suggest that on one hand 
students found lecturers and other staff to be friendly. On the other hand, the students 
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also commented on the strictness of staff concerning issues such as late arrival to 
class, using mobile phones during class and anything relating to assessments.  
Students reported they felt despondent when teachers failed to provide clear 
instructions and support for all aspects of their study. The students stated they felt 
teachers expected too much of Saudi and other international students who were 
coming to Australia from a teacher-centric education system. Scaffolding is required 
to assist international students in transition from one learning style to another 
(Bousquet, 2012) particularly when these students are in their first year (Kift, 2009, 
2014). Academics and support staff should consider the “whole student” approach 
whereby a more holistic view is taken of the students rather that a myopic view of 
academic progression (Burns, 1991). This approach suggests institutions take an 
interest in the social, emotional and physical wellbeing of students as well as their 
academic support requirements. 
Despite attempts by academic staff at the University to explain student-
centric approaches to international students, Saudi students were dissatisfied with the 
lack of hands-on scaffolding to assist in transition from teacher-centric learning. The 
bulk of the stress experienced by the students in this study is directly attributable to 
their learning (see Challenges posed by experiences, this chapter). Students from 
diverse backgrounds where learning styles differ from those espoused by educational 
institutions, need clear ongoing support to adjust (Fink, 2003).  
Saudi Arabian students wanted to be treated as valued customers but felt that 
their experience was somewhat less. Schmitt (2003) suggested that customers should 
be at the nucleus of strategic thinking for organisations. Saudi Arabian students felt 
they were left alone to struggle with major adjustment issues. This neglect can leave 
international students with a real sense of alienation causing despondency, 
resentment and disappointment (Cathcart, et al., 2006; Eagle & Brennan, 2007).  
Saudi Arabian students found it difficult to socialise with other student 
cohorts and with Australian students in particular. Students from Saudi love to 
communicate and participate in groups and this enjoyment did not appear to be 
strong among students from other cultures studying at the university. This caused 
Saudi Arabian students to feel less comfortable in group settings in classrooms and 
encouraged them to withdraw and continue group associations only with other Saudi 
students. This action may be seen by others as exclusionary behaviour, or 
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ethnocentrism, by this particular middle-eastern cohort (Grayson, 2008). This is 
unfortunate as Saudi Arabian students desire associations with others but may not be 
prepared to maintain socialising efforts if their attempts are not reciprocated. 
Challenges 
Saudi students suffer from a variety of stressors (see Challenges posed by 
experiences, this chapter). Much of this stress comes from adjustment issues, 
homesickness and loneliness (see International students: Overview of issues, Chapter 
Two). It was found that Saudi students, who travelled to Australia alone and had no 
relatives or friends already in Australia, suffered the most from these debilitating 
conditions. 
Adjustment to language, particularly the speed at which lecturers speak and 
their accents, are part of the challenges facing Saudi Arabian students. This is 
common to the experience of other international students who do not have English as 
their first language (see, for example, Krause, et al., 2005; Nayak & Venkatraman, 
2010; Sawir, 2005). While many of these adjustments are culturally based (to be 
discussed in detail in Chapter Six), it should be remembered that most international 
students are teenagers and young adults who are still forging their way in the world 
and coming to understand their personal identities and purposes of life (Krause, et 
al., 2005). There is a great deal of information infiltrating their minds that requires 
processing. The participants in this study are still trying to develop understanding for 
their own culture and it is not unreasonable to assume the great challenge it is to 
adjust to other cultures. When students experience these aspects of culture shock 
(Hofstede, 1997) they may withdraw themselves socially from others, which might 
be interpreted by students from other cultures as an act of ethnocentrism, as argued 
by Hill et al. (2008). It is difficult for these students to accommodate new ideas, 
ways of thinking and behaving while trying to perform in higher education programs 
in an unfamiliar overseas country like Australia (Church, 1982; Coates, 2004).  
The pressures to adjust to the Australian education systems, as perceived by 
the international students who participated in this study, led to stress. This stress (an 
indicator of culture shock) often goes unchecked in terms of support and specific 
assistance for affected students (Coates, 2004; Oberg, 1954/1960; Trompenaars & 
Hampden-Turner, 2006) and students, as evident in this study, are reluctant to seek 
help.  
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Stress is generally associated with conflicting goals, paths and timeframes 
(Hellsten, 2010) and exacerbated when students cannot adequately comprehend the 
systems in which they are required to function. Saudi students not only cannot 
understand the outputs required from them such as assessment but have even greater 
difficulty understanding processes that lead to those outputs. The resulting stress is 
almost unbearable at times for students. Saudi Arabian students felt more could be 
done by university staff to assist them to make transitions and help them to deal with 
their adjustment issues. Students in the study complained about the deficiencies in 
answers they were given by support staff to the students’ questions. They also 
complained about lengthy delays in getting answers to their questions. 
It is a major challenge to struggle with a host of adjustments to be made when 
these adjustments have to be made alone (Grey, 2002). It is natural to miss one’s 
family and friends when relocating overseas for an extended period. The Saudi 
students in the current study are no different to any other cohort in this regard. 
Loneliness can lead to a diminished sense of wellness and early stages of depression 
(Church, 1982; Sawir, 2005). Sense of efficacy may be impaired and performance 
drops. This drop in performance may be viewed by teaching staff at the university as 
laziness on the part of students rather than in terms of the true underlying conditions. 
This reaction by staff to Saudi students further compounds the problem and 
appropriate remedies are not appropriately investigated. 
When students’ performance levels drop, the students need support. Other 
student services are required such as counselling (Sawir, et al., 2008). Saudi students 
reported they were aware of counselling and academic support services but rarely 
drew upon such services. It is not natural for them to ask for help for personal issues 
which they would normally be expected to deal with independently (Bousquet, 
2012). This can create a deeper divide between some of the teaching staff and their 
perceptions of Saudi Arabian students as easy-going students who struggle with 
basics of Higher Education. Saudi Arabian students are hardworking and very 
capable but perform differently to the expectations of seasoned Australian academics 
(Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2006). This exacerbates Saudi students’ sense of 
alienation and improvements in performance may be slow and almost imperceptible 
by university staff. While such challenges were documented in the First Year 
Experience national surveys (James, et al., 2010) it appears that Saudi Students were 
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particularly affected by degrees of loneliness and alienation both on and off campus. 
These conditions are also typical symptoms of culture shock as described by 
Hofstede (1997) and Oberg (1954/1960). 
Saudi Arabian students who are lonely are usually able to remedy this by 
teaming up with other Saudi students within the first few months of being in 
Australia. Bousquet (2102) reported that Saudi Arabian students are even more likely 
to make friends with other Saudis when they are away from home as they now share 
a distinct commonality in that of being “foreigners” together. They share the need to 
support and be supported by the other. This condition is shared by many international 
students from diverse cultures but it is particularly strong amongst people from 
middle-eastern countries (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2006). International 
students in the current study reported a heightened sense of affiliation with other 
Saudi Arabian students. Five of the students in the current study (n=14, 35.71%) 
claimed to have attempted to make close friendships with students from other 
nationalities and found it difficult to achieve this. All students in the current study 
had developed close relationships with other Saudi students and found these 
associations useful in dealing with their challenges. One exception was Student I 
who realised that a disadvantage of socialising only with other Saudi students was 
that this limited the opportunity to improve his proficiency with English. 
In Interview 2, Students I and J stressed that they were still struggling with 
the challenging experiences they mentioned in Interview 1. There remained for them 
a degree of loneliness and interaction difficulties with other students and Australians 
in general. The level of racism and discrimination had appeared to decrease for both 
students although Student J felt that she had perhaps become less sensitive to racial 
behaviour by others towards her. The learning environment had improved for both 
students mainly due to their strategy of posing many questions to teaching staff in 
order to improve understanding.  
Summary of experiences 
As students in the study reflected upon their experiences in the first twelve months of 
their stay in Australia, they were willing to report that some of their experiences 
matched the expectations they had held. The Saudi students in the study experienced 
some things that were reported by other first year students such as challenges with 
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engagement on the university campus (James, et al., 2010). On the issue of 
friendliness, for example, most students reported continued friendly interactions with 
people in general and also with the staff and teachers at the university. The 
friendliness issue was countered by the fact that many students in the study found it 
difficult to make friends with other students and non-Saudi Arabian people. This may 
indicate a degree of ethnocentrism as argued by Hill et al. (2008). They also reported 
disappointment in dealing with some lecturers who were strict and inflexible, 
particularly in regard to time-frame orientation. The students also experienced some 
negative interactions with people in commercial and government settings. 
Stress associated with adjustment was a major issue for Saudi Arabian 
students in the current study. While some effort was made by university academics 
and other staff to explain learning styles to international students, little was done to 
provide scaffolding to assist students with this transition process. 
Students expected that their use of English language would be problematic 
for them yet many students were disappointed with their progress after the first eight 
to twelve months of their study program in Australia. Students were quick to 
acknowledge their desires and actions to improve English language skill were 
retarded through constant communications with other Saudi students in their native 
tongue. 
Almost all students in the study reported some degree of racism and 
discrimination which had not been anticipated. Most students, particularly those who 
came to Australia by themselves and who were here without the support of siblings 
or spouses, reported continuing homesickness and loneliness which are classic 
symptoms of culture shock (Oberg, 1954/1960). According to the two study 
participants who were re-interviewed (Students I and J) these issues remained, 
although the degree of racial discrimination appeared to have decreased somewhat, 
or it may be contended that these students have developed coping or avoidance 
strategies. 
This chapter has shown a shift in focus from expectations (reported in 
Chapter Four) and enacted experiences. Two of the themes, personal growth and 
ambition and purpose were not evident in students’ discussion of their experiences. 
The themes of (a) Living in Australia and (b) Learning Environment remained 
constant but placed differing emphasis on their embedded components. The constants 
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between expectations and experiences were racism and concerns with language. 
Students’ experiences appeared to be aligned closely with challenges such as 
alienation, loneliness and homesickness, all symptoms of culture shock as argued by 
Hofstede (1997) and Oberg (1954/1960).  
An aim of this study was to take note of the interconnections between the 
themes which underpin the study (see Figure 1.2). Figure 5.2 illustrates the 
connections between expectations (explained in Chapter Four) and experiences 
(explained in this chapter). 
 
Figure 5.2.   Connection between findings on experiences in relation to findings on 
expectations 
As noted, the components of personal growth and ambition and purpose were 
not evident in the findings on experiences. While the components of Living in 
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Australia and Learning Environment continued, they were evidenced in slightly 
different ways.  
Living in Australia: The “passive expectations” of weather and city life were not 
mentioned again and had thus been subsumed into daily life without issue. The 
component of friendliness and friendship were interpreted as (a) first impressions, 
and (b) accommodation. The latter of these was expressed in terms of both positive 
and negative experiences. The expectation of racism had continued into the students’ 
experiences. In all instances, there were both confirming and disconfirming 
experiences. 
Learning Environment: Students’ expectations of higher education were not 
mentioned in that experiences had not been benchmarked against expectation. Finer 
detail emerged from students’ descriptions of their learning environment, namely, 
group work and time. There was a continuation or extension of Interactions with 
lecturers and Language from expectations to experiences. Each of these remained 
problematic for students. The former was at issue because of cultural differences 
between the host and home systems. The latter, proficiency in English, was a 
problem because of difficulty with the way that lecturers spoke as well as dealing 
with English in the context of the discipline being studied.  
These findings corroborate some of the extant findings and issues identified 
in the Literature Review of this thesis (see Figure 2.1) particularly in regard to:  
i. language (Abukhattala, 2013; Biggs & Tang, 2009; Deresky & Christopher, 
2012; Joseph & Joseph, 1997; Krause, et al., 2005; Montgomery, 2010; 
Nayak & Venkatraman, 2010; Novera, 2004; Sawir, 2005);  
ii. interactions with lecturers (Hellsten, 2010: Volet & Ang, 2012); 
iii. homesickness, loneliness and alienation (Armitage, 2008; Krause, et al., 
2005; Nesdale & Todd, 1993; Seah, 2008); 
iv. accommodation issues (Armitage, 2008; Carlson & Widman, 1988; Cathcart, 
et al., 2006; Sawir, et al., 2008); and 
v. racism including violence (abuse and assault) (AHRC, 2010; Armitage, 2008; 
Burns, 1991; Hartcher, 2010; Larsen, Payne & Tomlson, 2011). An allied 
issue is of a concern for personal safety (Nyland, et al., 2009). 
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The following chapter (Chapter Six) will present the findings of this study relating to 
Intercultural Competency. It will conclude with a summary of the interconnections 
between all three themes of this study: expectations, experiences and intercultural 
competency.
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Chapter Six:  Findings and Discussion – Intercultural Competency 
This chapter reports the findings of the study in relation to the impact of intercultural 
competency on experiences students in the study had and addresses the third research 
question for the current study (RQ3):  
How do Saudi Arabian international students’ intercultural competencies impact 
upon their experiences as international students in Australia? 
The concept of intercultural competency rests within the conceptual 
framework (Figure 1.2) presented in Chapter One of this thesis. Figure 6.1 shows this 




















Figure 6.1. Components of intercultural competency (based on Figure 1.2) 
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The structure of this chapter will differ from the previous chapters presenting 
the findings of this study, that is, relating to Expectations (Chapter Four) and 
Experiences (Chapter Five). The four components identified thus far, namely (a) 
Personal Goals, (b) Ambition and purpose, (c) Living in Australia, and (d) Learning 
experiences, will be used incidentally in the discussion of the development of 
intercultural competency. The structure will, instead, be described within two 
overarching discussions of cultural competencies: 
 cultural competency (functionality in one’s own culture), and  
 intercultural competency (functionality in others’ cultures). 
These dichotomous competencies emerged from the interview data where it became 
apparent that participants had subscribed to the view that cultural competency 
(functionality in one’s own culture) was a forerunner to intercultural competency 
(functionality in others’ cultures). The students came to realise, however, that 
competence in their own culture was not immediately transferable and would not 
guarantee intercultural competency. Student G admitted that “even though I thought I 
had good knowledge of Saudi culture, I had great difficulty in understanding actions 
of local people [in Australia] and a lot of things did not make sense.” It was clear that 
the only reference points that practically all of the students in this study had in 
negotiating their experience as international students in Australia, were created from 
their lives and experiences in Saudi Arabia. 
Following its discussion of these competencies, this chapter will present 
findings from Interview 2 relating to intercultural competency (see Appendices C 
and D). The next section of this chapter will provide a detailed discussion which 
describes the coping and adjustment strategies adopted by the study’s participants as 
they moved towards developing intercultural competency. The analysis includes 
examination of the notion of culture shock, the state which, arguably, is countered or 
resolved by intercultural competency. The chapter will conclude with a summary of 
the issues surrounding intercultural competency. As with the previous Findings 
chapters (Chapters Four and Five), the findings in this chapter are synthesised into an 
holistic case. Similarly, this chapter will close with a summary of the connections 




As noted previously in this thesis, the overarching definition of cultural competency 
is the ability to interact effectively with people of different cultures (Chamberlain, 
2005). In the discussion in this chapter, its meaning is more closely aligned to the 
previously cited definition that cultural competency is an awareness of one’s own 
cultural view along one’s attitude towards cultural difference; one’s knowledge of 
different cultural practices and others’ world-views, and their cross-cultural skills 
(Martin & Vaughn, 2007) (see Overview of the study, Chapter One). 
All participants (n=14) were asked in Interview 1 what they knew about their 
own culture before they were asked to comment on Australian culture and to identify 
differences between the two. The objective was to examine how discovery of cultural 
differences and subsequent interactions with those differences contributed to their 
experience as international students in Australia. 
Saudi students in the study gave glowing reports about the culture in Saudi 
Arabia. The students were confident they knew their culture well and were culturally 
competent meaning that they had mastered the Arabic language and understood 
symbolic and gestural language used by others in their community. They understood 
how to dress, how to greet others and how to fulfil family and religious obligations. 
Participants’ attempts to identify the difference between Saudi Arabia and Australia 
can be theorised through Hofstede’s (1997) cultural dimensions, particularly of 
power distance, collectivism and uncertainty avoidance.  
Power distance 
As previously noted in this thesis (see Cultural and intercultural competency, 
Chapter Two), power distance refers to the extent to which less powerful members of 
an organisation or institution accept that power is distributed unequally in favour of 
the more powerful member. This can apply in families, school and in whole 
communities.  
Students in the study reported how deeply authority is respected in Saudi 
Arabian culture and in particular, the devotion they show to their King, the Custodian 
of the Two Holy Mosques (see Students from Saudi Arabia, Chapter One). Within 
families, the roles of parents are highly respected by children and parents will teach 
children values and proper ways of behaviour according to Islam. Student C 
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explained that strict Islamic code is enforced through the family rather than through 
the State. He felt that rules and social practices were more strongly enforced at the 
national level in Australia than in Saudi Arabia. He explained that: 
In Australia, it seems there is more formality when it comes to authority, for 
example, the police here are very strict and enforce the laws. But, in Saudi, it is 
not strict and if you are caught by police, you can talk with them and discuss 
special problems with them and they might let you go. It is more casual than in 
Australia where it is more formal and structured and more highly rule-oriented 
than in my country.  
We do follow Islamic law but this is more strongly felt in the family 
rather than at the government level. The government doesn’t strongly adhere to 
Islamic law in terms of how the country is run and the laws that we have come 
down from thousands of years. There have been previous governments in Saudi 
that have been very strong about Islamic law but at the moment the adherence 
is strongly rooted in families and parents being strong with rules and codes 
under Islamic law with their children rather than government enforcing 
Islamic law. It might be different to some other Middle Eastern countries but in 
Saudi that is the way it is.  
(Student C) 
Saudi Arabian parents expect their children to follow Islamic teachings into 
adulthood. Student M explained that he follows the teachings of Islam and this is 
what it means to him to be culturally competent. Student M said that “I have always 
felt that compliance with authority of my parents and the Islamic religious code is the 
only appropriate course of action for me to take. I must ‘live’ my religion.”  
Students in the study expressed strong attitudes towards and compliance with 
authority and how that affected them when they had questions or points of 
disagreement with teaching staff or others. In Saudi Arabian universities, a challenge 
to lecturers was fraught with danger and could lead to failure in subjects. This 
application of “power distance” in the Learning Environment experienced in 
Australia is inherent in the following comment: 
I have a high regard for people in authority who are trying to help other 
people. I would maybe speak to a lecturer about a grade I did not agree with - 
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but it would depend on the lecturer. If I thought there was a chance that the 
lecturer would listen to me and discuss my grade with me, then I would be 
more likely to go in discuss the matter of my grade and a possible re-mark with 
them. If I thought that lecturers would not be willing to discuss it or be open to 
the idea that maybe I could get a higher mark, then I would not even go and 
talk to them at all.  
(Student I, Interview 1) 
Student I seemed to be indicating that he recognised people in positions of 
recognised authority and, in most circumstances, deferred unconditionally to that 
authority. The student would be confident in talking with teachers about 
disagreements on grading, for example, but only if there was minimal chance of 
confrontation, that is, where the lecturer may be feeling challenged by students. The 
students in the study observed and commented upon how other students in the 
university challenged teachers. Some, perhaps through adopting the “mimic” profile 
(Earley & Mosakowski, 2004), eventually became more confident in asking 
questions and seeking clarification when they did not fully understand what was 
being asked of them (see Discussion of intercultural competency, this chapter). It 
was interesting, for example, to note that Student I later became more confident the 
longer he was in Australia (see Interview 2, Chapter Four, Chapter Five). 
Student H said that if he disagreed with lecturers about his marks, he would 
feel that he could talk to the lecturer and see if his mark could be changed. He stated 
that he still respected the authority of the lecturer in this. If the mark could not be 
changed, then he would recognise the lecturer’s authority to make final decision 
which he would then accept.  
Collectivism 
Hofstede (1997) described collectivism as the diametric opposite of individualism 
(see Cultural and intercultural competency, Chapter Two). Saudi Arabia, as a 
collectivist society, would tend to value consensus in planning and decision-making 
(Hofstede, 1997). The individual’s role in a collectivist society is to contribute to the 
greater good and refrain from pursuing individual gain (Trompenaars & Hampden-
Turner, 2006). This cultural dimension suggests that collectivists would prefer 
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generally to participate in groups for a range of purposes including collaborative 
assignment preparation. 
Students in the study were asked about their preferences for participating in 
groups (see Group dynamics and group work, Chapter Five). Their responses were 
overwhelmingly in favour of group affiliation as opposed to predominantly 
functioning as individuals. A common response related to previous experiences in 
Saudi Arabia where group association was important for social wellbeing as well as a 
vehicle for achieving objectives. They felt that a capacity to work effectively in 
groups was a sign of intercultural competency. Membership in groups was 
considered by almost all participants (n=12, 85.71%) as a natural state and preferred 
over working alone. Interestingly, many students in the study sought out and enjoyed 
group work (for assessment purposes) where the group consisted of only Saudi 
Arabian students, that is, homogenous groups. Others, however, preferred groups not 
consisting of only Saudi Arabians, that is, heterogeneous groups. Student B recalled 
that: 
Sometimes groups of students from your own country are not very serious 
about doing the work and may laugh about other things. If you work with 
students from other countries, then it’s usually more serious and there is more 
attention on what has to be done for the assignment. I like working in groups 
and I like working together with other students.  
Student H suggested there are considerable personal benefits to be received 
from being part of a group. When he worked in a group with others, he said that 
topics can be divided and the work can be shared around to save time. He believed 
that group work is better than working as an individual as knowledge can be shared 
in a group and group members can enjoy the social aspects of being in a group. He 
drew this experience from his previous work at a bank in Saudi Arabia commenting 
that: 
I usually have good experiences with groups mainly because I have been in so 
many groups when I was working or for doing assignments so that I know what 
to do and I know how to adjust to the needs of group work to make it 
successful. 
(Student H)  
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Student H also felt competent in functioning as a member of a group but 
noted the difficulties that arise in culturally heterogeneous groups:  
I have also had some bad experiences in group work here in Australia when 
some people in the group were not able to communicate with others and we 
could not communicate with them. It was very difficult to work together.  
(Student H)  
 Student I also liked working in groups but said that, sometimes, there are 
those who do not understand what the others are saying. He said that if he had a 
problem with other members in the group then he probably would talk to the teacher 
about it and discuss the problem with them. Student N also enjoys groups and the 
chance to get to know other students and learn other cultures as well as make friends 
and learn from colleagues and fellow students. He concluded that working in groups 
helps to minimise the amount of work that has to be done by an individual student.  
Saudi Arabian students in the study felt group orientation was culturally 
entrenched and most Saudi Arabians are very competent at being functional members 
of groups. This competency allows for greater opportunities to engage with people at 
all levels and from other cultures.  
It was of interest that some of the students in the study encountered the same 
problems as domestic students in working in groups (see, for example, Appelbaum & 
Shapiro, 1998; Pfaff & Huddleston, 2003). One participant reported that: 
When I was working in a group with other students, I found it quite difficult 
because some students in the group gave very little, like they just gave me dot 
points instead of meaningful information. I did all the slides for the 
presentation and in fact I did not sleep very well the night before the 
presentation was due and I told the lecturer that some of the students had not 
been helping very much and the teacher said to me that if I did most of the 
work then I would get a good mark. 
(Student B) 
Uncertainty avoidance 
Hofstede (1997) defined uncertainty avoidance as the extent by which members of a 
society feel threatened by uncertainty and strive to maintain predictable order in all 
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their plans and operations (see Cultural and intercultural competency, Chapter Two). 
A tolerance of uncertainty was an important component of intercultural competency. 
It manifested itself in the Saudi students’ difficulties in what they perceived as 
insufficient instruction and advice from their lecturers (see Clarity of instructions, 
Chapter Two; Interactions with lecturers, Chapter Five). 
Intercultural competency 
Lustig and Koester (1993) defined intercultural competency as the capacity to 
function appropriately in cultures other than your own native culture. While it can 
also encompass an understanding of one’s own culture (Deresky & Christopher, 
2012; Lustig & Koester, 1993), the discussion in this section is focussed on 
acculturation into “other” cultures. An incompletely-formed intercultural 
competency can adversely affect the academic outcomes for international students 
(Krause, et al., 2005) and capacity for adjustment to the new culture (ACIIE, 1996; 
Hofstede, 1997; Lustig & Koester, 1993). While generally regarded as beneficial and 
essential, it has also been argued that gaining intercultural competency might come at 
the sacrifice of cultural identity (Deresky & Christopher, 2012). 
The organising framework for the reporting of students’ intercultural 
competency in this section will be the four-stage ACIIE framework (ACIIE, 1996) 
introduced in this thesis (see Cultural and intercultural competency, Chapter Two). 
At its simplest, the stages of this framework are:  
1. Recognition of global systems and their connectedness, including personal 
awareness and openness to other cultures, values, and attitudes at home and 
abroad. 
2. Intercultural skills and direct experiences. 
3. General knowledge of history and world events—politics, economics, geography. 
4. Detailed area studies specialisation—expertise in another language, culture, or 
country. 
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Stage 1: Recognition of global systems and their connectedness 
This stage is concerned with recognition and acceptance of global systems 
and the need for individuals to understand their own attitudes towards cultural 
differences. This includes personal awareness and openness to other cultures, values, 
and attitudes at home and abroad. 
In Interview 1, all students (n=14) were asked directly what they understood 
by the terms intercultural competency and global competency. This section will 
present a theorised summation of their responses to this question. 
Intercultural competency was understood by students in the study as the 
ability to function in different cultures or through the development of a range of 
intercultural skills becoming enabled to function more broadly in a global context. 
They felt there was a distinction between international competency and global 
competency as subsets of intercultural competency.  
The students in the study thought that international competency referred to 
connecting with people from other cultures in terms of mutual understanding as well 
as being able to communicate with others at multiple levels. It includes language 
skills that go beyond extensive vocabulary and sentence syntax but also having an 
understanding of emotional content within language. It also involves developing 
understanding and being functional in intercultural communication which is largely 
an interpretive, symbolic, contextual, transactional process that helps people create 
shared meanings (Biggs & Tang, 2009).  
The term, global competencies, suggested similar abilities as those discussed 
but the emphasis is on a bigger worldwide scale. The distinction may well be that 
people who master understanding and functionality within their own culture and 
achieve competency in at least two other cultures have skills that stand them in good 
stead to quickly develop competency in any culture of the world (Hofstede, 1997). 
Students in the study generally thought they were lacking in both international and 
global competencies at the commencement of their study in Australia. 
Frequent reference was made to the connections between peoples of the 
world. Student N shared his definition: 
My definition of globalisation is people connecting together. Also I think 
shared responsibility can be understood in terms of caring for a global 
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environmental system. Everyone in the world has this responsibility even if they 
have no relationship with those other people. Everyone needs to be aware of 
the impact of their actions on others. This global connection implies that we 
can become more aware of what is happening in each of our countries as 
media coverage becomes more transparent and accessible. Although the 
improvements in technology help to make this connection stronger but still the 
relationship between people in the world remains the most important aspect of 
globalisation.  
Students also described globalisation as the “Earth” being seen as one place. 
They agreed upon the notion that peoples of the world are getting closer and people 
can live where they want and study where they wish to: 
Despite the efforts of countries to divide themselves with borders, there is still 
the opportunity to be connected. If we view the planet as one place as opposed 
to being divided by cultures and political borders then this will invariably have 
an effect on each person on the planet. People now have more freedom to move 
around the world and to communicate more freely with everyone.  
(Student C)  
Students in the study generally agreed that increased connections between the 
peoples of the world would require greater cultural understanding. They thought that 
people would need to develop more skills than in any time in the past. They also 
thought that people would have to adapt more quickly to make these intercultural 
connections quicker and more effective. They believed, for example, that business 
people would need to adjust more quickly to different styles of negotiation. One, 
Student M, mentioned the possible conflict that could arise when a person from a 
collectivist nation negotiates with a person who is from an individualist perspective. 
The former – collectivism – subscribers like to take time and build relationships as 
part of the negotiation process. The latter – individualism – subscribers are more 
interested in presenting facts, enhancing perceived benefits and closing the “deal.” 
Students in the study identified other benefits that can be achieved from 
globalisation and the competencies to connect with others. They reflected on the 
rights that people have including living the way they choose to live and not 
subjecting others to racism or persecution because of religion. Participants in the 
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current study felt strongly about this in light of the racist comments and stereotypical 
accusations that many of them had received since coming to Australia (see Racism 
and discrimination, Chapter Five). The students also believed that allowing everyone 
to be free remains an important objective if the people of the world are to connect 
better. Student N believed that “people should try to understand others and become 
more aware of what those people thought about things, what their values were and 
what their culture was. Everyone should be free and others should respect that.” 
Those who held to the belief that globalisation was largely a value system 
that guides the actions of people were nevertheless unprepared in the interview to 
discuss the notion of globalisation itself. These students were unsure how the concept 
of internationalisation or globalisation took practical expression. Most agreed that 
globalisation was more than commercialisation on a world scale or solely concerned 
with economic advantage. They thought it was more a coming together of cultures in 
tolerant and supportive ways. According to the students in this study, the important 
thing was for people to try to make a difference in the world by making it a better 
place where everyone’s freedom and rights are respected. Student J was previously 
cited as saying that she “wanted to achieve … [her] goals and become a better person 
by finding more experiences in life” (Personal goals, Chapter Four). She went on to 
say that “I’m glad to say that I’ve been able to work towards achieving some of my 
dreams.” It is evident that Student J, one of the two females in the study, was trying 
to make a difference as her goals were related to improving the international student 
community.  
Stage 2: Intercultural skills and direct experiences 
The second stage of ACIIE (1996) is concerned with the direct experiences that 
individuals have in other countries or in their own country with people of other 
nationalities and intercultural skills. The importance of overseas experience for 
international students has been previously discussed in this thesis (see Cultural and 
intercultural competency, Chapter Two) with Lustig and Koester (1993) arguing that 
experience should be of at least two countries and ACIIE (1996) suggesting that an 
extended stay in one country may also be sufficient in developing intercultural 
competency. 
As previously noted (see Table 3.1), only two study participants (Students J 
and K) had lived in another country for any extended period of time. In Interview 1, 
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Student J reported gaining important global competencies from her previous 
international experience especially in the area of language skills, adaptability to new 
surroundings, experiencing cultural diversity, and greater independence on many 
levels including personal resource management and emotional intelligence. Student J 
claimed she had learned from her prior experiences as a student in another country. 
She said, “I met up with students from diverse countries and had to learn to deal with 
each of them in group work. This helped me to learn to adapt to others.” She offered 
an important insight when she said that “I think the only way to really understand the 
culture is live amongst the people in their own country to experience the context of 
their particular culture.” This observation from Student J confirmed the views 
expressed by ACIIE (1996) concerning the benefit of direct and authentic interaction 
with other cultures. Her confidence appeared to be dented, however, by the end of 
her second year of study in Australia. In Interview 2, she admitted that perhaps “my 
previous experiences overseas were not enough” (see Interview 2, Chapter Five). 
The majority of students in the study, however, had not even been on a 
holiday outside of Saudi Arabia. Of those who had not left, two had incidental 
association with people from other cultures. These were Student G who had worked 
in an estate agency and Student B who had worked in a bank. Given this limited 
previous cultural experience with countries outside of Saudi Arabia, it could be 
conjectured that the participants in this study were largely unprepared for functioning 
in cultures of other countries outside of the Middle-East region. 
It could be said that the participants in the study had a modified experience 
with people from other cultures. That is, they had direct experiences with other 
international students at Metro University (see Research setting, Chapter Three). 
Apart from Australian culture, the Saudi Arabian students came into close contact 
with other cultures such as Chinese, Indians and Nepalese. Their interactions were 
mixed (see Relationships with peers, Chapter Two; Group dynamics and group work, 
Chapter Five). 
As previously noted (see Cultural intelligence, Chapter Two), students adapt 
in one of five ways to living in different cultures and interacting with people from 
different cultures ranging from non-adaption to perfect integration (Earley & 
Mosakowski, 2004). The five ways, referred to as profiles, are: local, analyst, natural, 
mimic or chameleon. The participants in this study best align to the “analyst” profile 
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in which the analyst observes and learns from others and plans interaction strategies 
(Earley & Mosakowski, 2004, p. 256). Saudi Arabian students observed students 
from other cultures carefully and asked questions to help understand differences in 
how they handled differing situations. Student K, for example, also had previous 
overseas experience and commented upon his desire to understand others by asking 
many questions.  
The students in this study found it difficult to make friends in Australia even 
though they generally found Australians friendly. Australian students, for example, 
seemed to have little time for making new friendships with international students, 
according to study participants. Student C, for example, attempted to make friends 
with Australian students but had the distinct impression that close friendship was not 
to be reciprocated.  
Saudi Arabian students struggled with adjusting to such behaviour as their 
culture is so open to building friendships even with strangers. There is always time in 
Saudi Arabian culture to strike up conversation and get to know people. This 
uninhibited social style is often the culprit when Saudi Arabians are late for 
engagements (see Cultural and intercultural competency, Chapter Two; Cultural 
intelligence, Chapter Two; Interactions with lecturers and other staff, Chapter Four; 
Time, Chapter Five).  
Most of the students in this study continued to attempt to make friends with 
others but built most of their social interactions with other Saudi Arabian students. 
Students K and N, as exceptions to this, had made friends with non-Saudis (see 
Friendliness and Friendships, Chapter Four). In this, they align with the “local” 
profile (Earley & Mosakowski, 2004), that is, people who do not effectively integrate 
with others from different cultural backgrounds and remain in close proximity with 
those of similar background. The students in this study reported a strong willingness 
to integrate but perceive other student cohorts (including Australian) unwilling to do 
so. Perhaps each student cohort shares this perception about the other and this 
perception retards their own motivation to initiate friendships (see Friendliness and 
Friendships, Chapter Four). A disadvantage of staying within own-culture friendship 
groups was reported by Student I who spoke of how this impeded the development of 
his English language proficiency (see Language, Chapter Four; Impact of language 
deficiency, Chapter Five). 
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The participants in the current study generally agreed they were unable to 
function in intercultural exchanges with others in Australia at what they felt was an 
acceptable level. Student A shared the following: 
I knew that language deficiencies would prevent me from understanding a lot 
of things that I would see and hear and a lot of communications directed to me. 
This is exactly what happened in the first year of being here. My understanding 
of the language and culture was very limited. Some social things are different 
in Saudi from Australia. I think there’s not much culture in Australia which is a 
new country only 200 years old and there is no sure Australia culture- based 
eating place. What I can’t understand is why Australians often walk around 
without any shoes in public areas particularly on the Gold Coast!  
Stage 3: General knowledge of history and world events 
The ACIIE framework (1996) recommends general knowledge of history and world 
events which includes economics, geography, arts and politics, as the third 
development stage of intercultural competency. One of the tenets underpinning this 
framework is the notion that globalised education opportunities provide not only 
significant economic benefits but also ease the consternation that globalisation 
causes, particularly concerning negative impacts on societies such as dilution of 
uniqueness of culture (ACIIE, 1996).  
The Saudi Arabian students in the current study understood some of the 
economic ramifications of globalised education. However, students also could see 
the acquisition of knowledge in relation to increasing interdependence and mobility 
of people and ideas on a global scale. They were therefore able to comprehend the 
need to acquire intercultural competencies in terms of inherent skills connected with 
those competencies as well as benefits to be gained from advancing integration of 
human and knowledge capital on a global scale. 
Knowledge in the global competencies context is not limited to issues that 
have global coverage. Literature concerning international students identifies 
numerous kinds of local knowledge, including knowledge of schools’ structures and 
resources, and immediate cultural and social contexts (including transportation 
issues), as being useful for students to know before embarking on international 
education programs (Lapidus & Brown, 1993). This knowledge cannot necessarily 
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be acquired through formal educational environments (Bista & Foster, 2011). In fact, 
students identify the best source of this knowledge as local informants. This kind of 
knowledge is critical for the survival and flourishing of students in global 
educational environments.  
The students in the current study were seemingly unwilling to source critical 
information from formal sources (see Table 4.1; Formation of expectations, Chapter 
Four). They failed to consult Australian government websites, websites marketing 
Australian services or even University websites. The reasons given by students for 
this omission were obscure. Preference was afforded to more informal networks such 
as family and friends. Important information such as the availability of halal food, 
health services and transportation systems attracted little interest from Saudi students 
as they planned their trip to Australia. Information about government and economic 
conditions were not sought. It would appear that Saudi Arabian students relied 
prodigiously upon reports and recommendations made by trusted persons who had 
either previously lived in Australia or who otherwise had knowledge concerning the 
country.  
The ability to access networks should rightly be considered a global 
competency because it assists the intending international student to gain and evaluate 
information when making the transition from their home country to foreign 
environments (ACIIE, 1996). International students should learn to decipher 
appropriate sources of information, evaluate data from various perspectives and 
make good decisions.  
It is evident from Saudi Arabian students’ responses that network processes 
used to gather information concerning where to study was also used during the 
adjustment process. In the same way that Saudi students received critical information 
concerning Australian conditions for study, similar informal networks continued to 
be used throughout their first year of study. When Saudi Arabian students had 
questions not answered during class, the question was posed to friends. Rarely did 
the students contact lecturers directly or look at subject materials to find answers. 
The notion of trust in the collaborative process supersedes individual approach to the 
most credible sources of information: the lecturer or instructions and guidelines 
written by the lecturer. As indicated earlier, some students made attempts to use the 
internet and published works for helping to make their study decision, other students 
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found it hard to evaluate and make sense of the information available in this format. 
The results of students attempting to use this channel, accessing the global 
communication system led to dissatisfying results. From data in the current study, it 
cannot be determined whether it was lack of understanding of electronic resources 
available or simply information overload that prevented students from gaining 
potential benefits from this information channel. It may well relate to deeply 
entrenched cultural disposition for Saudis to consult with trusted persons to gain 
consensus of what is correct or most useful. This was not followed up in the current 
study but could form part of a future study. 
On the issue of networks, students in the study consistently highlighted the 
importance of creating and maintaining networks. This was viewed by student 
participants as useful tools in their “kitbag” of intercultural competencies. Students 
in the current study mentioned the importance of forming social networks with both 
Australian and other international students as a means of enhancing their study 
experience and facilitating successful study outcomes. Clearly, Saudi Arabian 
students had difficulty developing social alliances with local Australian students. To 
do so would have been extremely useful, given that knowledge and expertise of 
Australian students in local matters and conditions. Throughout the first 12 months 
of their study, Saudi Arabian students continued to use other Saudi students as key 
components of their informal networks.  
Stage 4: Detailed area studies specialisation 
The fourth stage of the framework (ACIIE, 1996) suggests that interculturally-
competent people have expertise in more than one language, particularly where it is 
developed through direct and extensive experience. In this instance, all participants 
spoke Arabic as their first language (see Table 3.1) and were currently living and 
studying in an English-speaking country. The issues they faced with communicating 
in and comprehending English have been a consistent dimension within the Learning 
Environment theme in both Expectations and Experiences (see Ambition and 
purpose, Chapter Four; Language, Chapter Four; Impact of language deficiency, 
Chapter Five). 
This skill in language had immediate benefits for the students and it was 
believed that language skills competency would also have long-term usefulness. 
Having a reasonable knowledge of English made social and academic adjustment to 
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the host country easier for Saudi Arabians. Students also acknowledged the 
importance of gaining certification in an international language, especially English, 
as a key global competency that they expected to achieve through study overseas. 
They recognised that English is considered a leading language in the world of 
business and the most frequent language used on the Internet (Deresky & 
Christopher, 2012). 
The participants in this study believed that they had reasonable English skills 
and had all passed the requisite IELTS levels for university entry but, despite this, 
they all still struggled with English in the Australian context. The students offered 
insights on reasons why language skills can have immediate usefulness in the context 
of overseas education. Many indicated the importance of learning English before 
arriving in Australia to ensure fruitful transitions. The students could commence 
immediately to facilitate their own academic and social integration. However, 
language skills are definitely a competency that can be strengthened as a result of 
living abroad.  
As noted earlier, only two Saudi Arabian students in the study had spent time 
in another country, before coming to Australia, where English was spoken widely. 
These Saudi students bore testimony of the notion that previous international 
experiences can lay solid foundations for this competency of Language skill (see 
Stage 1, Intercultural Competency, this section). These study participants (Students J 
and K) further testified to the enhancement of their experience so far in Australia as a 
direct result of previous experience living abroad. They spoke of the comfort and 
enjoyment they experienced due to advanced English language skills. Their 
understanding was more complete, their written work was of a higher standard and 
their ease of speaking in English provided immediate and ongoing benefits which 
many Saudi peers were not yet able to fully experience. Even the other Saudi 
students who did not have previous experience living overseas highlighted the 
importance of improving one’s language skills before embarking on international 
education programs in a foreign land. 
Language plays a critical role in cultural understanding. Students in the study 
lamented the isolation they experienced early in their studies in Australia due to their 
struggles with the English language. For international students, learning a foreign 
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language intimately is not only an important determinant of academic victory but 
also success in breaking down cross-cultural isolation (Dunstan, 2009).  
English is more than simply the language of the host country where so many 
international students choose to study. It is rightly considered a global language 
(Hofstede, 1997). The Saudi Arabian students recognised this and many commented 
on the value of English language skill extending beyond the immediate adjustment to 
a major component of the overseas study experience. The students readily admitted 
that English is spoken so widely in the globalised “village” and students recognised 
that gaining competency in this language allows for the possibility of connecting 
with a larger number of people around the globe. Deresky and Christopher (2012) 
confirmed that almost two billion people around the globe speak English. English is 
the top language used on the Internet and is widely considered as the main language 
in which business transactions are communicated and transacted (M. Peng, 2014).  
Students in the current study also acknowledged the importance of 
developing some basic level of competency in other international languages such as 
Chinese and Spanish. The Saudi Arabian students also suggested that gaining 
knowledge of other languages in their own authentic contexts permits higher levels 
of competency. Although having English skills was clearly important to Saudi 
Arabian students, they also recognised that English is not useful in all global contexts 
and discounted the notion of complete hegemony associated with English language 
(M. Peng, 2014).  
Students in the study were unclear about the relative value of a global 
language over any particular language and did not rate the importance of all people 
in the world having expertise in one of the global languages. Saudi Arabian students 
in the current study demonstrated interest in learning languages for practical reasons 
such as enhancing career opportunities overseas or even in their home country when 
they return home. The students explained that learning English was motivated by 
perceived advantages in future. Students generally did not see the study of English as 
something they would have done for its own sake. Student M acknowledged that he 
does not particularly like to use English and only does so for current academic 
purposes. If Saudi Arabian students had not decided to study overseas in a country 
where English is required, many Saudi Arabian students would not have engaged in 
studies to develop their English skills to a high level. Having made the decision to 
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study in Australia, students in the study realised in order for them to fully participate 
in a more convergent globalised world would require that they are able to speak at 
least one global language (ACIIE, 1996). They also acknowledged that studying in a 
high profile western country would attach higher credentials to their degree and 
would provide evidence of their English language skills as well as academic skills. 
The Saudi Arabian students in the current study agreed their experience 
would have been improved with more English preparation prior to coming to 
Australia. Most of the students in the study confessed to weak English skills prior to 
leaving their home country with one, Student L, describing his language competency 
as “awful.” However, only one of the Saudi Arabian students, Student G, enrolled for 
further English training in Australia prior to commencing academic studies at the 
University. The remaining students believed they could survive the rigours of study 
through various coping strategies such as collaboration with other Saudi Arabian 
students on written assessments and preparations for examinations. On reflection, 
some of the students felt unprepared for study largely contingent upon their English 
language capability and, in hindsight, may have preferred to have done more English 
training before commencing their degree programs. 
 Saudi Arabian students, due to their easy-going open manner, are very 
willing to communicate with others and seem to have no problems getting their point 
of view across to foreigners. According to Earley and Mosakowski (2004), their 
communication style aligns them to the “natural” profile. This profile is associated 
with confidently attempting to communicate with natives in a foreign language using 
intuition. The Saudi Arabians appear to be more reliant on their intuitive nature when 
communicating with foreigners.  
Despite the occasional frustration of speaking in English with obvious 
limitations to vocabulary selection, Saudi Arabians are always willing to try to 
communicate. Students’ written English skills are perhaps not generally strong and 
many lamented their difficulty in putting thoughts down on paper particularly when 
answering short answer exam questions. The fact that few Saudi students were 
willing to get additional English language training directly from the university attests 
to the confidence students had concerning their ability to cope with the rigour of 
study in a foreign language particularly when perceived help was readily available 
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from trusted informants. These informants were more likely to be friends rather than 
lecturing staff.  
Despite their rejection of additional support services, including specific 
English training, by Saudi Arabian students in the study, these students were pleased 
that the services were on offer. The students recognised choices they made not to 
accept this support. As noted, most Saudi Arabian students in the study believed their 
English language skills were sufficient to start their academic program and assumed 
their language skills would improve naturally over time. These students saw their 
language development during this time as improving their English rather than 
learning the language.  
Interview 2 and intercultural competency 
Students I and J made comments in Interview 2 that assisted the study in 
understanding intercultural competency of students a year after first considering it in 
Interview 1 (see Member Checking, Chapters Four and Five). Student J had stated in 
the first interview that she appreciated the need to live amongst the people of a 
particular culture before you can really function appropriately. She had said this after 
considering her previous trips to foreign lands. In Interview 2 she added that, “This 
is still difficult for me even though I have been in Australia now for about two years. 
I want to better understand people and help them to understand me but sometimes I 
think it is too hard.”  
It is significant to note that Student J felt she was making only small progress 
towards what she had previously described as possessing intercultural competency 
even though she already had spent time in another country. She also spoke 
unfavourably concerning her interactions with others from a cross-cultural 
perspective. It was difficult for her to mix with other students and members of 
Australian society in general although she was able to make some friends after 
making a strong effort at the Gymnasium she attended.  
While Student J understood some of the differences between Australian and 
Saudi Arabian culture, she felt that she was still struggling with her personal 
competencies in order to function appropriately. She stated in both interviews in the 
study that she felt others had a responsibility to develop competencies and she had 
difficulties when she felt others were not trying. 
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Student I had previously stated he had not adjusted to Australian culture in 
his first year in the country (see Member Checking of experiences, Chapter 5). He 
thought this was justified as Australian people had no knowledge about his country. 
In the second interview he commented that, “I might be adjusting myself a little bit 
now that I am getting more knowledge about Australian culture. I try to accept the 
things people say even if they are mean things and try not to get upset.” While he 
had not made great effort to change himself, he recognised value in learning more 
about his host culture. He had become more aware of what he did when he was 
around others, in relation to cultural dimensions such as time orientation. Student G 
was also more aware of the behaviours of others and his competencies to function in 
the social and learning environment in Australia had improved slightly. As 
previously indicated (see Member checking of experiences, Chapters Four and Five) 
these slight behavioural changes may indicate an analyst or even mimic coping 
strategies, as argued by Earley and Mosakowski (2004). 
Developing intercultural competency 
In this section, the discussion returns to the themes identified in Chapters Four and 
Five, namely: personal goals, ambition and purpose, living in Australia, and learning 
environments (see Figure 1.2). In this discussion, personal goals and ambition and 
purpose are melded together while the two remaining themes remain distinct despite 
the clear link of language skills tying them together. 
Personal goals/ Ambition and purpose 
The participants in the study were all committed to developing intercultural 
competency. This manifested itself in two distinct dimensions: open-mindedness and 
tolerance. What is particularly significant about them in this case is that the 
participants in the study adopted them in quite deliberate ways and were aware of 
them as characteristics they felt were missing in the actions of many people they 
encountered. For example, Student J offered that: “I tried to respect the people from 
other countries but, at the same time, I expected others to show respect for me and 
my culture.”  
It might be conjectured that the students’ own empathy led them to see its 
absence in others. The Saudi Arabian students in the study demonstrated throughout 
the interviews an awareness of other people’s thoughts, feelings and concerns. They 
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referred to others and incidents in a descriptive and nonjudgmental way. This is 
developed through strong social training in the family and greater Saudi society. 
Relationships between family and friends are strong in Saudi culture and take 
priority over most other things. As noted, Saudi Arabian students have lower 
tolerance for ambiguity, when compared with western cultures, which seems to 
cultivate strong task role behaviour. Lustig and Koester (1993) claimed that people 
who tend to be more collectivist by nature are likely to contribute more robustly to a 
group’s problem solving activities. They offer ideas and initiate actions that help the 
group achieve its objectives. Despite this important focus on task behaviour, Saudi 
Arabian students maintain relational role behaviour that is inclusive, supportive, 
friendly and accommodating. As noted, maintaining the relationships with friends is 
more critical than achieving completion of tasks, including group academic 
assignments (Lustig & Koester, 1993). It could be further conjectured that the Saudi 
participants in the study saw open-mindedness and tolerance, or rather their absence, 
as the core cause of the racism they had encountered (see Racism and discrimination, 
Chapter Four, Chapter Five).  
 Open-mindedness 
Student D, one of the two females in the study, raised the issue of open-mindedness. 
She felt that some of the Australian people she had encountered were not very open-
minded. This was even more pronounced in her own people from Saudi Arabia as 
well as students from other international countries. Student D further reported, “I am 
an open-minded person and if I had a daughter, I would want her to be the same. 
There are many Saudi Arabians who are closed-minded but I want to be open to all 
different types of people and different ideas.” Student D decided this was part of the 
intercultural skills that she had been asked about in the interview. She felt being 
open-minded allowed a person to be more aware of cultural differences and respond 
more appropriately to those differences. 
Student M admitted that he did not have much previous experience with other 
cultures but had realised an important ingredient of intercultural competency was 
connected with how people act towards people in other cultures. He also thought it 
important to make the effort to be more culturally aware and tolerant of other people 
and their different cultures. As noted, when he was still in Saudi Arabia, he had little 
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exposure to other cultures. When he came across people from other countries in 
Australia, he realised he had to try to understand them and become more aware of 
what those people thought about things, what their values were and what their culture 
was. Student M claimed that, “If their culture was different to mine, then I wanted to 
understand that difference and try to adapt myself to them and the situation.”  
 Tolerance 
The notion of tolerance indicates orientations towards others, to something outside of 
oneself. It connotes respect and willingness to bear inconveniences in relation to 
others (East, 2001). Saudi students in the current study reflected basic understandings 
of tolerance as they spoke to the importance of respecting other cultures, 
understanding the non-universality of culture, and allowing differences even though 
they may conflict with one’s own sense of right and wrong (Torres, 1998). Student N 
epitomised this by saying that “it makes a difference to students’ experience how 
they act towards people in other cultures and the efforts they make to be more 
culturally aware of other peoples’ cultures. People should try hard to understand each 
other.” 
However, these definitions of tolerance do not really assist in understanding 
deeper changes described by students. Torres (1998) defined tolerance as learned 
behaviour with respect to confronting differences amongst people. Tolerance is a 
virtue of multicultural citizenship and requires a systematic process of self-awareness 
and self- discipline. It requires confrontation with one’s notion of self: who we really 
are (Synott, 2004). Developing and practising tolerance is an invitation to examine 
our deeper thoughts about existence and purpose in living mortal lives. It also invites 
an examination of our biases and prejudices to understand more completely why we 
think and act in certain ways (Torres, 1998). In this, the essential moral core must be 
challenged from within. However, an important question remains concerning the 
need strength to adapt to these differences seen in other people, particularly in the 
intercultural context.  
In the current study, Student J was noted as having spent time in another 
country as an international student before coming to Australia. She spoke very fondly 
of these prior experiences and had some important insights to share concerning 
intercultural competency, particularly relating to tolerance: 
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I have had previous experiences with other cultures and I think, with other 
cultures, I am quite easy going. The most important thing I do is show respect 
to them and in return I expect people from other countries to show respect to 
me and I think the only way to really understand the culture is to go and live 
amongst the people in their own country in order to experience the context of 
their particular culture.  
While we as students living here in Australia might be able to do 
research or try to understand the cultures that we experience here in another 
country, we still may not be able to really get a good understanding, 
functionality and competency in the culture because we are out of the normal 
contexts in which that person has been raised.  
This was an interesting and profound observation. It was clear, however, in 
her Interview 2 that she retained this goal but that she found this difficult. She said, 
as cited, “I want to better understand people and help them to understand me but 
sometimes I think it is too hard.” It is useful here to revisit the previously cited 
definition that cultural competency is an awareness of one’s own cultural view along 
with one’s attitude towards cultural difference; one’s knowledge of different cultural 
practices and others’ world-views; and their cross-cultural skills (Martin & Vaughn, 
2007). What Student J was alluding to as tolerance sits well with this definition, 
particularly in regard to the first component, that is, an awareness of one’s own 
cultural view and own attitude to cultural difference. In her words, this was referred 
to as “respect.” 
Student I shared an incident, related to language, which shows that tolerance 
is a two-way process. It taught him of the importance of language in conveying not 
only information but feelings and emotions as well: 
When I was first here in Australia, I would talk to people and asked them for 
something I needed or wanted to buy something, I would not say “please.” 
Instead, I would say “give me” and it seemed that some people were not happy 
with the way that I would ask for things. They were acting as if I was being 
rude but I was not being rude. The people would say that if I want something I 
should say “please.” Sometimes these people would seem to be rude to me 
because I was not saying “please.”  
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I later thought that people should know that I am an international 
student and come from a different country with a different culture. And if I am 
doing things wrong, they should be more understanding without thinking that 
the person is just being rude. From that time onwards, I did try to use the word 
“please” and it seems to be working better for me.  
Student I learned from this experience to use more appropriate wording in his 
requests and advanced his intercultural competency. Critically, Student I turned this 
experience around to highlight, in his mind, the lack of intercultural incompetency of 
some locals. He questioned why they were not tolerant of his language deficiencies 
without the need to be rude or thinking of him as rude. He wondered why locals, if 
the absence of the word “please” was so upsetting to them, could not simply use the 
incident as a teaching moment. Student I continued with this idea when he said that: 
I know that people around me have different views of the country where I 
come from. Some people think we still ride camels around in Saudi and think 
that everyone from Saudi Arabia is rich because we have oil. That doesn’t 
mean that the person on the street is rich as money from oil flows mostly to 
the government so it is interesting that Australian people have that 
impression. 
Student J, in her Interview 2, still equated tolerance to respect, and as noted, 
said that “Maybe I am less sensitive to the way people act towards people from my 
country but I might still get a little sad when people don’t show respect that should 
be shown for any human being” (see Member Checking of Experiences, Chapter 
Five). 
Living in Australia 
One of the most significant challenges for the Saudi participants in the study was 
coping with the markedly different gender roles in Australia from their home country 
(see Students from Saudi Arabia, Chapter One; Participants, Chapter Three). They 
also reported having difficulty with social practices relating to etiquette and manners. 
 Gender roles 
Participants were asked, in Interview 1, their view on social gender roles. The 
question was aimed at examining the effect on student experiences emanating from 
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different cultural interpretations of gender roles. Of particular interest was the notion 
of clear distinction between the gender roles reported in Saudi Arabia (Al Munajjed, 
1997; Almutari & McCarthy, 2014; Hofstede, 1997; Trompenaars & Hampden-
Turner, 2006) (see Students from Arab countries, Chapter One). Student J, one of the 
two females in the study, made a sweeping statement about the dominance of males 
in the world: 
I don’t see a big difference in Australian culture and Saudi Arabian culture in 
terms of the male/female dimension. I think the whole world is dominated by 
men. I don’t think there is necessarily a distinction between two cultures in 
terms of whether it is more male or female; perhaps the degree of more male 
domination is noteworthy however it does not really create a dividing factor 
in terms of cultural differences.  
(Student J) 
Student F noted the differences between Saudi Arabian and Australian 
cultures regarding gender roles. He explained that it is not usual in Saudi Arabian 
workplaces and other settings for men and women, not related to each other, to be 
physically close together. In regard to Learning Environments, he noted that “in 
Australia, men and women may be educated together in the same classroom which 
does not generally happen in my country.” Student F felt that the relationships 
between men and women in Australia are much more casual.  
Some students commented on changes they have experienced within 
themselves concerning gender roles and related issues. For example, Student H 
explained that: 
In Saudi, there are special relationships between the sexes. Respect has to be 
shown. There is quite a difference between how males and females associate in 
Saudi Arabia than in Australia. You can’t be alone with females to whom you are 
not related or have some other type of special relationship. I have made some 
adjustments to the way I interact with females in Australia. I see everyone 
working together here quite openly - with males and females discussing things 
and talking about things socially and also working together towards assignments 
and studying together. I think it’s quite easy and open and I can sit and talk to 
females even though they are not from my family. I feel more comfortable talking 
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with others - particularly females - this would be different in my country. I 
believe there are things that will never change in our culture. I am sure there are 
things that will not change in the culture of the people in Australia as well.  
Student H told of his attempts to adapt to the different gender roles in 
Australia. He explained that he felt uncomfortable being alone with women at first 
but, after many experiences, started to warm to the notion. He enjoyed this “breach” 
in his traditional cultural orientation as he was able to have more open 
communication with others, regardless of gender. Despite this, he was unable to 
shake entrenched social stereotypes. He concluded that: 
Saudi Arabia is a male dominated culture where men make all the decisions for 
the family. There are some families in Saudi Arabia, though, where women 
make decisions - but this is not a strong majority. Men make decisions at home 
and sometimes do not consult with their wives, particularly if they are feeling 
unhappy. But, if Saudi Arabian women go to work, they can keep their salary 
and do not have to spend it on their family. The men still have to work and earn 
money and spend the money on the family. 
Student L also described his culture as male-dominated and shared similarly 
stereotypical views. In his view, men worked and were expected to cope with 
challenges in the workplace and achieve their goals and ambitions. Females were 
protected by males - even to the extent of women not being permitted to drive 
vehicles or go places in public without chaperones. The heads and faces of women 
are usually covered in public to protect their modesty. This behaviour is unheard of 
in Australian culture and contributes to the culture shock many Saudis experience 
when arriving in Australia. While most students in the study were aware prior to 
arrival that Australian women would not be as modest in dress or conservative in 
behaviour (as compared with women in Saudi Arabia), it was still a shock, for 
example, for Saudi Arabian students to see Australian females out at night alone. 
Student L added that, “I feel uncomfortable when I see Australian women wearing 
little clothing particularly on the Gold Coast.” A similar instance of Saudi students 
being confronted by the unfamiliar relationship between genders has been noted by 
Alhazmi and Nyland (2012). 
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 Social practices 
The term social practices as used here refer to etiquette and manners, those often 
unwritten codes of behaviour that govern all social interactions. Oberg (1954/1960), 
as previously cited, described these as being the “familiar signs and symbols of 
social intercourse” (p. 177) and contended that their loss in an unfamiliar setting is at 
the heart of “culture shock” and the anxiety it causes. Students in the study noted a 
range of social practices that they found difficult to understand in Australia or could 
not map to their own cultural understandings. Martin and Vaughn (2007) observed 
that cultural differences are always evaluated from the perspective of one’s own 
culture (see Attitude towards cultural difference, Chapter One). For example, Student 
F found the rules around shaking hands and holding hands perplexing. He explained 
that: 
One thing that is different in Saudi culture from Australian culture is that we 
always shake hands when we see others we know and that’s every time we see 
them no matter how many times we have seen them before. In Australian 
culture, it is normal to shake hands when you meet for the first time but then 
not so usual to shake hands every time those two people meet in the future. So, 
even though that seemed a small thing, it was something that I noticed that was 
different in my culture from Australian culture and it took me a little while to 
get used to that difference.  
Student F admitted to feeling minor stress and indecision when he meets 
people, usually other males, as he does not know whether or not to shake hands. He 
also explained it is quite normal in Saudi Arabia for men to hold hands while they 
are walking somewhere. He admitted that he was not initially aware of the possible 
implications of male same-sex orientation when this practice is engaged in here in 
Australia. Now that he is aware, he has chosen to not hold anyone’s hand. 
Other students also commented on how rude some Australians could be in 
certain circumstances and seemed quick to anger. Student F noted, in an allusion to 
the previously-noted tolerance and open-mindedness that “I find it hard to understand 
when someone gets angry with me - when all it needs is to calmly discuss and come 
to an understanding between people.” This is, to them, at odds with Saudi Arabian 
culture where control of emotions, particularly in public, is highly regarded. Saudi 
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Arabians are slow to anger and are more given to quiet discussion or debate when 
differences between people are raised.  
Learning environment 
The learning environment that the participants had entered challenged their 
intercultural competency in a number of ways. Firstly, as noted where, they were 
multicultural – something that these students would not have previously experienced 
in the homogenous Saudi Arabian culture. Secondly, they were co-educational with 
no segregation of males and females (see Gender roles, Living in Australia, this 
chapter). Thirdly, classes were conducted in English which was the students’ second 
language (see Intercultural competency, Stage 4, this chapter). The following section 
will focus on the fourth challenge for the participants in this study, namely, the 
previously-cited time-frame orientation. 
Time-frame orientation 
As previously noted, Saudi students experience time differently to Australians (see 
Cultural and intercultural competency, Chapter Two; International students: 
Overview of issues, Chapter Two; Learning environment, Chapter Four). Each 
participant in the study (n=14) commented on the way in which Saudi Arabian 
people have little or no concern with observing time commitments. Their comments 
concurred with the theoretical finding that, for them, time is not linear but to be 
flexibly used for any purpose that arises during the day. The participants accepted 
that time orientation is different in Australia to Saudi Arabia. They claimed that, in 
Saudi Arabia, they tended to not worry about being late for events as it is normal 
practice to come as soon as one can or is practicable. They claimed that Saudi 
Arabians would be least concerned about such lateness. 
Differing time orientations became an issue for all participants once they 
began their studies and were required to attend class on time (see Time, Chapter 
Five). Student H noted that:  
We don’t really care about time in Saudi. If there was a meeting at 6, we 
wouldn’t come until 6.30 or 7.00 whereas, here in Australia, the time is 
important for everyone. I tried to be more respectful of time and to be where I 
had to be at the correct time. I do not really understand why this is different in 
Saudi Arabia about the time but it’s always been this way.  
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When I was at school back home, I saw examples that taught me that time 
didn’t really matter. The teachers didn’t enforce being somewhere at a certain 
time. However, here it is different. I have had experiences here in Australia 
where group members said for me to come to a meeting at a certain time and if I 
am late they looked at me as if to say why are you late and we have been waiting 
for you and so I’ve tried to adjust myself to be on time for things here in 
Australia.  
(Student H) 
Student L lamented that he was always late “for meetings and most things.” 
He explained that “everyone does it” and: 
Saudis just don’t care about being late and that seems to work because everyone 
else thinks the same way even though if Saudis have to catch a plane at the 
airport and they are not there at the right time, they miss the flight and get 
annoyed about that. He concludes Saudis are always late and he doesn’t know 
why.  
When I think about time management, it’s okay. To be late doesn’t really 
matter even by 30 minutes to an hour. However, at the university in Saudi, there 
is usually a rule if you come to class and the teacher is absent, then you wait 10 
minutes and, if he doesn’t arrive, then the students go home. The teacher does the 
same thing if he arrives and there are no students present. Even outside the 
university it doesn’t generally matter if you are even more than a half hour late.  
(Student M) 
Student I felt that Australians have greater adherence to time than those in 
Saudi Arabia. Like other participants in this study, Student I had tried to respect time 
more since coming to Australia. He reflected upon an occasion when he came to 
class late and the teacher asked him why and advised him to be on time in future. 
Student I rationalised that the lecturer was being strict because he wanted his 
students to achieve. Student I tried to turn up on time after this incident.  
The most telling experience, however, was related by Student N who almost 
suffered a serious penalty through his tardiness. He reported being threatened with 
dismissal from the class by his lecturer due to his constantly arriving late. This event 
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forced Student N to review his attendance practices and to recognise that his 
tardiness was explained but not excused by his Saudi Arabian culture. 
Of particular note in these reports on tardiness is that many students in the 
study were willing to adjust. For example, Students A, E and G all reported trying 
harder to be on time. They understood that it was expected to observe time 
commitments in Australia and, although difficult, they adjusted their thinking and 
practices to be more punctual.  
Student G said that he understood the cultural difference in paying attention 
to time. He had gained an appreciation for time management through working in a 
job in Saudi Arabia. The job involved real estate sales and he was required to meet 
clients through the day. Some clients were from overseas and he realised it was good 
practice to be on time for everybody as he never knew who might be offended by 
tardiness. Student N said he was making some effort to respect time orientation in 
Australia but did not believe that this would become an ingrained practice for him. 
He fully expects to revert to tardiness as soon as he returns to Saudi Arabia unless he 
takes up another job where time observance is more critical. 
Discussion of intercultural competency 
This chapter has been concerned with cultural, particularly intercultural, competency. 
This might, at its simplest, be regarded as the solution to or means to deal with the 
“culture shock” that individuals experience when they are introduced to new cultural 
environments (Hofstede, 1997).  
Culture shock is broadly defined as a personal disorientation to an unfamiliar 
way of life (Deresky & Christopher, 2012). When people are exposed to unfamiliar 
ways of living, adjustments are made in order to fit in with locals and the university 
community. The success of these adjustments was moderated by factors such as 
previous experience, language skills and willingness to ask questions to assist 
understanding of other cultures. 
It can be contended that culture shock occurs because of the challenge made 
to the values that have been acquired early in life and have become so natural that 
they are largely subconscious. The effect of this, according to Hofstede (1997), is 
that foreigners in a new country almost become as infants again and have to learn 
simple things about living, all over again. When people journey to foreign countries, 
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they try to acculturate as they perceive clear disadvantages from not doing so. They 
try to fit in with locals by becoming familiar with topical issues such as sport and 
political news. Perceived disadvantages from failure to acculturate include alienation, 
friendlessness and lack of opportunity for goal achievement (Hofstede, 1997). The 
parallels to Oberg’s (1954/196) mapping of culture shock are clear. As noted in 
Chapter One (Overview of the study), there are four phases of culture shock: (i) 
Honeymoon (Euphorie); (ii) Adjustment (Anpassung); (iii) Regression; and (iv) 
Recovery (Erholung). 
In order to make sense of the experience Saudi Arabian students reported 
regarding culture shock, it is also useful to review and revisit Hofstede’s dimensions 
of culture with respect to Saudi and Australian cultures (see Student from Arab 
countries, Chapter One; Cultural and intercultural competence, Chapter Two; 
Cultural difference, Chapter Two; International students: Overview of issues, 
Chapter Two; Participants, Chapter Three; Time, Chapter Four). While Hofstede 
(1997) argued five main dimensions of culture the current discussion is focused on 
several dimensions that appeared to raise significant issues in terms of culture shock 
experienced by Saudi Arabian students in the current study. As noted, the five 
dimensions are:  
i. power distance; 
ii. orientation to individualism or collectivism, with the focus of this study being 
on collectivism; 
iii. tendency towards uncertainty avoidance; 
iv. whether the culture has attributes most associated with masculinity or 
femininity; and, 
v. time-frame orientation. 
The culture shock experienced by the Saudi Arabian students in this study 
appears to have been quite profound in the first 12 months of their stay in Australia. 
With little direct experience with other cultures, the Saudi Arabian students were 
quite unprepared for the differences in living and learning styles. This is the period 
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where the need to develop intercultural competency was at its peak. The following 
will address this under the themes of Living in Australia and Learning Environment, 
which seemed to be the most strongly affected by culture shock. 
Living in Australia 
In relation to Oberg’s (1945/1960) model, the honeymoon period (Euphorie) in 
regard to Living in Australia is short, perhaps only a few months for the Saudi 
students in this study. They are excited to be in the country. They are away from 
tight parental control for perhaps the first time in their lives and have initially 
enjoyed the freedom that this separation brings. It is soon after these first months, 
however, that the Saudi students in this study experience the discomfort of culture 
shock. This may occur towards the end of the first semester as they start to miss their 
families and become inundated with assignments and exams. It may happen sooner 
as they realise that they need to be independent and to fend for themselves. Two 
clear concerns emerged from the interviews: fending for themselves, and mimicking 
local customs. 
 Fending for themselves 
Saudi children have strict religious rules to follow but have a relatively easy life at 
home supported by their family. In Saudi Arabia, for example, children stay at home 
even after they are married and everything is provided for them. The Saudi Arabian 
students in this study reported having most things done for them at home and now, 
here in Australia, they were forced to be far more independent. They realised that, to 
a large extent, they are alone and needing to be more independent. If they had needed 
something at home, then a hired driver would go and get it for them. This is common 
practice throughout Saudi Arabia and both men and women receive this treatment. 
Student F, for example, said that he was so accustomed to having everything done 
for him back home that he found it extremely difficult to do simple things such as 
food shopping. 
Some students in the study believed that their families treated them far better 
than Australians treat their children. It was hard for Saudi Arabian students to 
understand why young people in Australia want to leave home as soon as they can. 
Similarly, they found it difficult to comprehend that, if they stay at home when they 
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get older, they have to pay money to parents and do work around the house or in the 
yard.  
The Saudi students in the study had come to Australia on full sponsorships 
from their government. This sponsorship covers tuition fees as well as living 
allowances (see Students from Saudi Arabia, Chapter One). This ensures they do not 
have to work while in Australia but can focus on their studies. This added to their 
lack of comprehension of the need for Australian students to have part-time jobs 
while studying. 
This understanding goes a considerable way in understanding the difficulties 
that some students faced when first in Australia, particularly in regard to finding 
accommodation and dealing with landlords (see Accommodation, Chapter Five).  
 Mimicking local customs 
Bousquet (2012) found that international students, in order to survive and flourish as 
students in overseas universities, tend to take on some of the behaviours of those in 
the local environment. Most of these changes can be made with few, if any, moral 
dilemmas. However, as noted already, if students are asked to do something that 
challenges their moral preconceptions or strong religious convictions, these moral 
dilemmas present a true challenge to Torres’ (1998) notion of self-awareness and 
self-discipline. Students C, E and M, for example, had come to understand that 
Australian young people like to regularly attend animated social gatherings often 
fuelled by intoxicating beverages. This scenario does not resonate with Saudi 
Arabian culture as they refrain from the consumption of alcohol and such 
fraternisation between the sexes is inappropriate. According to Earley and 
Mosakowski (2004), to mimic such behaviour as a way of adjustment may be 
tantamount to betraying religious beliefs. Interestingly, one of the Saudi students 
admitted to consuming alcohol but would not elaborate upon whether he did so 
merely to adjust to Australian culture. Shepherd and Hane (2012) offer an interesting 
perspectives on this, concluding that “these are exceptional cases where some Arab 
students do partake of Australian culture in ways that would ordinarily be considered 
taboo … [and would mean they would be] shunned by the broader cohort, since this 
behaviour is a departure from the prime goal of ‘getting the job done’ and studying 
effectively to get an Australian degree” (p. 7). 
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Learning Environment 
The teaching culture in Australia’s higher education system was received by the 
Saudi Arabian students in this study with mixed reactions (see Interactions with 
lecturers, Chapter Five). The students in this study were clearly – at the time of 
Interview 1 - in the second of Oberg’s (1945/1960) phases, that is, Adjustment 
(Anpassung) which is typified by discomfort, unsuitability and rejection. This phase 
highlighted their orientation to uncertainty avoidance (Hofstede, 1997) where they 
felt nervous about situations that were unstructured, unclear or unpredictable 
(Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2006). This was felt most keenly in regard to 
what was seen as a lack of clear directions from their lecturers in regard to what to 
read in their textbooks and how to approach their set assessment tasks (see Clarity of 
instructions, Chapter Two; Interactions with lecturers, Chapter Five). It can be 
contended that these are characteristics of the more teacher-centred style they were 
used to in Saudi Arabia (Bousquet, 2012) (see Learning environment, Chapter Four).  
Significantly, Saudi Arabian students noted as they adapted to this style and, 
in so doing, began to move to Oberg’s (1945/1960) third stage of regression. 
Consensus was reached that the student-centered approach they encountered in 
Australia was more appropriate for deep (as opposed to surface) learning. Such 
learning supports abstraction and transfer of knowledge to new situations (Biggs & 
Tang, 2009). The Saudi Arabian students in this study were pained by the transition 
from teacher-centered approaches to learning, to student-centeredness but believed it 
was better for them (see Higher education in Australia, Chapter Four).  
It was clear to Saudi Arabian students that Australian (domestic) students 
were much more adept at student-centeredness as a teaching and learning model. The 
Saudi Arabian students were, however, unsure what part English language 
competency played in this (see Dunstan, 2009; Mahat & Hourigan, 2007; Novera, 
2004; Ryan, 2000). Student B, for example, explained that he noticed local students 
appeared to be better prepared for class, had usually done any assigned homework 
and were much more willing to ask or answer questions during the course of the 
lecture or tutorial. This awareness may well be an important step in gaining the 
requisite intercultural competencies for dealing with an unfamiliar learning 
environment.  
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The differences in the power distance between students and lecturers were 
clear in the interviews. A number of instances have been reported (see, for example, 
Interactions with lecturers, Chapter Five) which reveal a marked difference between 
the learning environments in the two countries. Some of the Saudi Arabian students 
in this study eventually became willing to raise questions with teachers but generally 
were satisfied with feedback from staff and rarely pursued major disagreements with 
staff over grades and similar issues. The impact on overall experiences of Saudi 
students was ambivalence concerning whether to speak up or remain silent about 
things they disagreed with at the university. One student commented he would feel 
worse not to say something and perhaps miss out on an opportunity for a higher 
grade than to remain silent and observe traditional Saudi culture of respecting 
authority without question. This tension of speaking out or remaining silent caused 
most Saudi Arabian students some degree of discomfort and negatively impacted 
upon their overall experiences as students at this Australian university. 
Summary of intercultural competency 
Students in the study understood, in a theoretical way, what it means to be 
interculturally competent. The reports they made in response to the interview 
questions suggest they had some intercultural skills but were generally lacking in 
many of the requisite competencies. Students’ understanding of their own culture 
was robust but lacked real experience in dealing intimately with people from other 
cultures. Some students were unsure about the meaning of globalisation and whether 
or not that was a good thing. Some felt that it was important to know other cultures 
but believed it was not necessary to adjust to those other cultures. 
The students in the study recognised differences in their culture from 
Australian culture. They also recognised elements of culture shock they were 
experiencing living and studying in Australia and were planning and implementing 
some strategies to cope with the stress the culture shock was causing.  
The interview questions in the current study prompted comments on some 
specific ways students might measure their culture and determine how that might 
compare with another culture (Australian) in which they are immersed for a 
reasonable time period. The objective was to understand how the interactions 
students have had with these cultural differences has impacted on their overall 
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experiences as international students in Australia. Most students in the study 
commented on areas of Australian culture they did not understand and other areas 
they found confronting such as immodesty in dress of women in Australia. 
Students generally reported power distance was different in Australia from 
Saudi Arabia. It was perceived that Australians were less compliant with authority 
and more questioning of rules and likely to debate with those in authority. Students 
in the study also felt that group work was less important in Australian culture and 
people are quite willing to make decisions by themselves. Saudi Arabians were more 
likely to desire collaboration and sometimes had difficulties working in groups with 
Australians or other non-Saudi Arabian cultures. A big part of group work for most 
Saudi Arabians is to have fun together, share information and come to a collective 
decision. Other cultures seemed to the Saudi Arabian students to be less open and 
collaborative and much less fun. 
Saudi Arabians reported their culture strongly favours males. Females are 
prohibited from doing many things in Saudi Arabia that would be taken for granted 
to be done by females in many other countries including Australia. Students 
commented how their cultural perspective of the roles of females was challenged in 
Australia through interacting closely with females at the university and in the broader 
Australian community. Many males in the study claimed to have made adjustment to 
their thinking about female roles and commented on their enjoyment of having freer 
and open relationships with females to whom they are not related. 
Orientation to use of time presented as a major factor in culture clash many 
students in the study had experienced. Students reported being late for almost 
everything since arriving in Australia, just as their cultural predisposition seemed to 
demand. They claimed to have been culturally trained to be late. Their tardiness-
related clashes in Australia were mostly minor and led to such outcomes as annoyed 
fellow students and lecturers although some students claimed to have been threatened 
by academic staff to have certain penalties imposed due to their persistent lateness. 
Other cultural differences, affecting overall intercultural competencies of the 
students in the study include nuances in the language, deficient social etiquette and 
different perspectives on how young adults are treated by their families. Students 
claimed many of these differences contributed to their culture shock. Many students 
believed their experience of being an international student was affected by their 
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inability to understand and quickly develop coping strategies to improve their 
intercultural competency. Other students in the study had the attitude they did not 
need to adjust to cultural differences and many who were trying to adjust, cautioned 
that such adjustment was temporary. It was to be applied only when required to 
achieve their objectives as students and the students planned to revert to old customs 
as soon as possible after completing their studies in Australia. Although, 
interestingly, the reflections of Saudi graduates who have returned home may not 
match this reality. Bashraheel (2013) reported one female graduate noted that “I still 
find it difficult to complete my day-to-day activities conveniently without the need of 
a driver. It can be really hectic if you don’t have one. Not having a car was never an 
issue there [in the UK], public transportation was everywhere and very easy to use” 
(para. 30). 
The progression to intercultural competency shows the continuation of all 
four components identified in Expectations (Chapter Four). As noted, the dual 
components of Personal goals and Ambition and purpose re-emerged in a combined 
whole. Perhaps as an affective response to the racism and discrimination the students 
had experienced, they began to reflect more deeply on open-mindedness and 
tolerance.  
In response to the experiences of Living in Australia, the students had to 
adjust to altered gender roles and to unfamiliar social practices. These emerged 
through instances of students having to study in mixed-gender classes and groups 
and in having to negotiate daily social practices such as shaking hands.   
In response to the experiences of the Learning Environment, the students had 
begun to adjust to differing relationships with their lecturers particularly through 
watching and mimicking the practices of domestic students. The intercultural 
competency that eluded them related to time and their difficulty in moving away 
from the time-frame orientation that marked their lives in Saudi Arabia.  
Figure 6.2 summarises the findings of the current study concerning 
intercultural competency and illustrates the connections between these findings and 
previously discussed findings concerning expectations and experiences (see Chapters 




Figure 6.2.  Connection between findings on intercultural competency in relation to 
findings on expectations and experiences (developed from Figure 5.2) 
 
The next, and final chapter, of this thesis presents a conclusion to the study. It 




Chapter Seven:  Conclusion 
This study has examined the perceptions of Saudi Arabian students’ experiences of 
living and studying in Australia. The objective was to understand the general nature 
of the Saudi Arabian students’ experiences from the perspective of two major 
contributors: expectations and intercultural competency. This chapter will summarise 
the main findings of the study and offer general advice to university educators as 
how best to meet the needs of Saudi Arabian students in Australia. It will then 
address the limitations of the study and make recommendations for further research. 
This chapter (and this thesis) will conclude with a postscript in which I reflect on the 
journey that this study has taken me on. 
The current study was reported as an intrinsic case study (see Chapter Three). 
Interviews were conducted with first-year Saudi Arabian students (n=14, 2 female, 
12 male) in a business program in a prominent Australian university. The students’ 
comments were integrated to form one bounded case. The case does not preclude 
differences between the students’ accounts of their experience. Such differences were 
noted in the findings and discussion sections of this study. Two of the students (1 
female, 1 male) were interviewed a second time approximately one year after the 
first interview. This revealed some changes to the students’ perceptions of their 
experiences in connection with expectations and intercultural competency. The main 
change in the findings could be explained in terms of the strategies international 
students might implement when coping with culture shock. According to Earley and 
Mosakowski (2004) coping strategies may include local, analyst, natural, mimic or 
chameleon (see Cultural intelligence, Chapter Two). Students I and J both reported 
in the second interview that they still found it very hard to mix with non-Saudi 
groups but made efforts to try. Student J, in particular, sought friendships at a local 
gymnasium. Both students had begun to ask a lot more questions in class after 
observing other students doing so with perceived benefits such as better preparation 
for assessment tasks. This adjustment by both students may fit the description of 
analyst or mimic. Student I, for example, made specific mention of trying to adjust 
himself to others and situations. 
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The research questions that guided the study emanated from reviewing 
literature concerning international students. They were: 
1. What expectations did Saudi Arabian international students have before 
coming to Australia, concerning the experiences they are likely to have in 
Australia? 
2. What are the perceptions that international students from Saudi Arabia have 
concerning their experiences as students in their first year of a business 
course in an Australian higher education institution? 
3. How do Saudi Arabian international students’ intercultural competencies 
impact upon their experiences as international students in Australia?  
Data for this study was obtained primarily from the interviews with the Saudi 
students. These interviews were a rich source of data and proved to be an enjoyable 
experience for both students and researcher. Students were very open and 
enthusiastic in their contributions to the study. It was initially hoped that relevant 
documents could also contribute to data and subsequent analysis to support data 
collected from students’ interviews. While it is noted a reasonable number of 
relevant documents exist that students had opportunity to inspect, they chose not to. 
For example, Australian government websites offer information about Australia and 
what initially visitors might expect upon arrival and each Australian University has 
an official website that is comprehensive by many world standards (Montgomery, 
2010). In particular, universities make detailed information available to enrolled 
students through platforms such as Blackboard. 
The study commenced with a review of internationalisation and globalisation. 
While these terms appear interchangeable in the literature (Carnoy, 2000; Hill, et al., 
2008), the term globalisation was preferred and was used predominantly throughout 
the study. The literature review confirmed education as a component of globalisation 
and assisted the study in developing the conceptual schema for the study (see Figure 
1.2). Increasing numbers of students are choosing international study destinations for 
further education and higher education, in particular. This mobility of international 
students supports contemporary views of mass convergence systems bringing the 
world closer together (Dwyer & Peters, 2004; Forsey, et al., 2012; Grayson, 2008). 
This convergence brings many benefits to individual countries such as sharing of 
 216 
 
knowledge and economic investment. Some concerns of globalisation include 
dilution of cultural uniqueness and presumed threats to national security (M. Peng, 
2014). On the balance of arguments raised concerning globalisation, the findings of 
this study support mostly positive views, that is, that international students both 
derive benefits from living and studying in foreign countries as well as providing 
benefits for the host country (see Minister for Foreign Affairs, 2014a, 2014b). 
International students contribute to local economies where they choose to live 
and study. Tuition fees are typically high, particularly in the sought-after destinations 
of the USA, UK and Australia. Students also contribute to the socio-cultural fabric of 
communities in host countries. International students from many regions of the world 
including Asian countries seek the status of degrees from Western countries. These 
degrees from English speaking institutions of higher education are highly prized by 
international students and seen as creating distinct advantages for career aspirations 
(Mahat & Hourigan, 2007). The findings from this study confirmed this valuing of an 
overseas qualification and its presumed impact on career prospects. 
The current study focused on a particular cohort from Saudi Arabia. This 
country, as noted in Chapter Two, has an interesting history with deeply entrenched 
religion-based values. The Islamic faith not only engenders strongly-held values but 
also dictates codes of behaviour, particularly for women, enforceable under Sharia 
Law (see Students from Saudi Arabia, Chapter One). Also, many, if not all, students 
leaving Saudi Arabia to study specific programs overseas, receive scholarships 
provided by the Saudi Arabian Government (Alqahtani, 2013; MOHE, 2011c). All 
students in this study, for example, were fully funded by the Saudi Arabian 
government.  
The study found only minor variations in individual students’ perceptions of 
their experiences. This suggests students in the study come from a strong culture 
with distinct values which are widely and consistently upheld throughout the country 
of Saudi Arabia. The findings of this study suggest these values are universally 
applied rather than adjusting values in a relativistic fashion (Deresky & Christopher, 
2012). This means students in the study demonstrated strong tendencies to adhere to 
Islamic teachings and beliefs even when faced with absence of parental supervision 
and the lure of less conservative lifestyles as offered in a modern western country 
like Australia. 
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Overall, the study found Saudi Arabian students living and studying in 
Australia have reasonably satisfying experiences. That is not to say that difficulties 
were not experienced. In fact, some of the students in the current study reported 
significant challenges such as racial abuse and discrimination (Armitage, 2008). 
Eight participants in the study (n=14, 57.14%) reported racial abuse and 
discrimination (refer Chapter Five). The fact that students in the study were willing 
to classify their overall experience as more satisfactory than unsatisfactory may 
speak to the general nature and disposition of the people of Saudi Arabia, who are 
gentle, softly-spoken and prefer a positive outlook to life. It could be also 
conjectured that the strength of their initial expectations were carried into the recount 
of their actual lived experiences. They enjoyed the climate (preferring it to be even 
hotter) and the people of Australia. They generally found Australians to be friendly 
and helpful.  
Problems the students encountered included factors which were both internal 
and external to the university. It was generally reported by the Saudi Arabian 
students in the study that lecturers spoke too fast, a habit which caused difficulty in 
understanding what was required of them (see Experiences, Chapter Five). In some 
instances, students lamented what they perceived as a lack of clear instructions about 
how they should prepare for class, what to do with online materials and how to 
prepare assessments (see Experiences, Chapter Five). Students claimed that lecturing 
staff assumed that international students know how to act in class and how to 
approach their assessment tasks. According to Burns (1991) and Ballard and Clanchy 
(1997), a high proportion of international students need schooling in the very basics 
of what is required in higher education programs. This holds true for domestic 
students when they first attend local universities (see, for example, Chester, et al., 
2013; DEEWR, 2009; Kift, 2008, 2009; Lizzio & Wilson, 2010; Nelson, et al., 2012; 
Tinto, 2009). It is arguably more critical for international students attending overseas 
universities far away from their home country where culture, teaching and learning 
activities may be different to those adopted in institutions back home (Krause, et al., 
2005).  
Saudi Arabian students need more scaffolding from university staff in order 
to know what to do to be successful in Australian universities. Students in the study 
reported feeling abandoned by academics in trying to gain understanding of how to 
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study and how to complete assessment tasks (see Chapter Four). Scaffolding support 
needs to be provided by academics who deal with international students, particularly 
in their first year (Kift, 2009).  
The students in the study are capable of learning new systems but are not 
likely to ask lecturers directly how or what to study. They expect to be given this 
information as part of the teaching process. Saudi Arabians subscribe to the notion of 
teacher-centred education and find it difficult to act independently of teacher 
instruction. Burns (1991) suggested that a “whole-student” approach to teaching and 
learning is absent in Australian higher education institutions (see Chapter Five). This 
“whole-student” approach calls for efforts by relevant stakeholders to address all 
challenge areas students may experience, such as social and emotional. This 
approach would assist students to feel a greater sense of engagement and belonging 
at their host university campus. It would also demonstrate to Saudi students that an 
interest is being taken in them. 
According to Saudi international students in the study, their Australian 
university lecturers seemed to lament the reticence of international students to take 
responsibility for their learning. Burns (1991) further argued universities in Australia 
need to determine new ways to harness the entire university community to work 
more closely with all its students, particularly international students, to improve 
outcomes for the students.  
Three major themes arose concerning international students. The first theme 
concerned expectations that students had before leaving their home country to 
become an international student in Australia and how these expectations might 
moderate students’ perception of their eventual experiences (East, 2001). The second 
theme concerned the experiences that international students had when studying 
overseas and how important stakeholders such as university staff may not be aware 
of the intensity of some of these experiences. The third theme concerned how levels 
of intercultural competency affect the overall experience of international students in 
connection with their expectations (ACIIE, 1996; Hofstede, 1997; Lustig & Koester, 
1993). The following sections address these themes as expressed through the 
research questions: Expectations, Experiences and Intercultural competency. 
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Expectations: Research Question 1 
The study explored four components in relation to expectations which were also 
examined in other parts of this thesis (see Chapters Five and Six): personal goals, 
ambitions and purpose, living in Australia, and learning experiences. While students 
had personal goals and ambitions concerning their studies and general ideas about 
possible career aspirations, they were largely unsure about what to expect in 
Australia in terms of the people, living conditions and teaching and learning systems 
in higher education. Saudi Arabian students reported passive expectations concerning 
weather conditions in Australia and the general friendliness of people (see Figure 
6.2). 
East (2001) argued that people who have experiences in the “range of 
tolerance” are generally satisfied with their experience. As this range can be quite 
wide, there are as many levels of less satisfaction as there are levels of greater 
satisfaction. The expectations of the Saudi Arabian students in this study fit into the 
range of tolerance. According to East (2001) and Jayanti (1998), disconfirmation 
occurs when either service received exceeds the expected high level or where service 
is poorer than a low expectation initially held. This implies a range of tolerance that 
exists between these two maxims. Saudi students in the study had neither high nor 
low expectations and did not experience any great level of disconfirmation with an 
exception being their mastery of the English language. 
The study concluded that Saudi students lacked well-formed expectations of 
what might happen to them in Australia with information having been provided 
mainly by trusted friends or family members rather than consulting official 
publications or websites (see Chapter Four). The Saudi Arabian students in this study 
preferred to not consult official sources of information. This is not only true of the 
search for information by students prior to coming to Australia but also of the use of 
websites while engaged as students. Saudi Arabian students preferred to hear 
information from others, particularly from relatives and trusted friends. This presents 
a clear message to marketers and institutions seeking patronage by Saudi Arabians. 
There is also a message here for educators of international students in terms of their 
awareness of the students’ limited understanding of Australian study and living 
conditions (see Lessons for Educators, this chapter). Improvements are not needed in 
written information for potential/currently enrolled students, both in hard copy 
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format and internet based, but what is needed are systems to support the way in 
which Saudi Arabians seek information. It must be more oral. This may mean more 
face-to-face interaction with Saudis through country visits by Australian marketing 
staff or working more closely with education agents who advise potential students in 
that part of the Arab world. 
The aim must be to help international students have high expectations 
concerning their journey to Australia as students but then to exceed those 
expectations through robust student services, lecturers who pay attention to the 
details students need about being students and a more comprehensive whole-
community approach to the education of their students (Burns, 1991; East, 2001). As 
universities in Australia find new ways to inform students of Saudi Arabia 
concerning opportunities to study in Australia and what they can expect at the 
university and living conditions generally, higher expectations are possible and 
positive disconfirmation may occur.  
Experiences: Research Question 2 
Saudi Arabian international students reported having a range of experiences living 
and studying in Australia. They appeared to have some difficulty interacting with 
Australians in general and also with people living in Australia who come from other 
cultures. They had many friendly encounters with locals and generally felt accepted 
wherever they went. However, some students reported occasional unfriendly 
behaviour particularly concerning racial abuse and discrimination (see Living in 
Australia, Chapter Five). They also experienced challenges working in groups with 
students from other cultures at university (see Chapter Five) which may be attributed 
to either ethnocentrism (see Ethnocentrism, Chapter Two; Experiences, Chapter 
Five) or language difficulties (see Impact of language deficiency, Chapter Five). 
Challenges brought about by English language deficiency were reported by 
all students in the study. Language deficiency was a problem in the study arena but 
purportedly less problematic in social settings. Most students wished they had better 
grasp of the English language and admitted to losing interest in classrooms due to not 
being able to keep up with teachers. Most expected that their skills in English 
language would have been sufficient to cope with the rigours of their study but this 
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was shown to be false (see Chapters Four and Five): this represents a disconfirmation 
of expectations. 
The teaching and learning styles expected in Australian classrooms differed 
from what Saudi Arabian students were accustomed to and they found the adjustment 
challenging (Learning Environment, Chapter Five). Despite their unfamiliarity, Saudi 
Arabian students tend to enjoy group work when completing assignments and 
preparing for exams (see Chapters Five and Six). This collaboration was usually 
preceded by determining from lecturing staff what specific concepts or textbook 
chapters would be tested (see Chapter Five). 
Knowing how to deal with lecturers in terms of questioning results of 
assessments was problematic. Students enjoyed some degree of support from 
lecturers and tutors at the university but felt staff could do much more to assist 
students to adjust to the student-centric approach to learning. Students’ time-frame 
orientation seemed to cause significant adjustment issues (see Figure 7.1). 
There is a degree of homesickness, alienation and loneliness experienced by 
most of the students in the study (see Challenged posed by experiences, Chapter 
Five). This contributed to students experiencing stress which many students in the 
study were poorly equipped to deal with. Assistance was usually sought from trusted 
Saudi Arabian friends rather than from university staff, even though students were 
aware of the availability of support services. These challenges are also associated 
with First Year students (refer Chapter Two) but are exacerbated for international 
students and particularly middle-eastern students in today’s tumultuous climate, 
featuring increasing acts of terrorism.  
Racism and discrimination directed towards the Saudi Arabian students in 
this study had occurred but were reported as infrequent and mostly perpetuated by 
persons in an intoxicated state. This was a particularly unpleasant experience for the 
students but most students overcame the disappointment and did not dwell on it. This 




Intercultural competency: Research Question 3 
The theme of intercultural competency deeply permeated the current study. As 
previously noted, various researchers have contributed to the conceptual framework 
for this study.  
The ACIIE (1996) framework described intercultural competency as having 
four stages. Firstly, competency is founded in awareness of globalisation and its 
systems. Globalised education is a significant component of these systems and 
allows cultures to mix freely in a specific context. The ACIIE (1996) framework 
further argued that direct experience is needed with specific attempts made to 
develop acculturation skills. General knowledge of the world helps people seeking 
competency to communicate more freely with people from other cultures. Lastly the 
ACIIE (1996) framework prescribes expertise in one or more foreign languages is 
needed to boost intercultural competency. Hofstede (1997) claimed that this type of 
intercultural learning is most robust when undertaken in authentic contexts. Intimate 
knowledge and expertise in foreign languages develop skills that are not only 
relevant within the countries where the languages are spoken but also in the wider 
global community.  
Lustig and Koester (1993) agreed with Hofstede (1997) that multilingual 
people are more apt to have empathy and understanding for all cultures. They argued 
that intercultural skills should be seen as any other type of skill that allows the holder 
to apply those skills more broadly than solely within the original context of learning. 
This means people who master different languages are more effective as intercultural 
communicators when dealing with any culture and not just within the cultures of 
their language expertise (Trompenaars & Hampden-Turner, 2006). Saudi Arabian 
students in the study generally only spoke Arabic and English which, according to 
the ACIIE (1996) framework, affords credentials to claims of intercultural 
competency but not at the highest level. 
Students in the study understood the notion of globalisation but were unclear 
about their specific role as international students. The majority of Saudi Arabian 
students in the study were having their first major direct experience of living in a 
foreign country with cultural dimensions quite different to their own (see Table 3.1). 
The students’ experience with other cultures prior to coming to Australia was 
limited. This experience was mainly related to interaction with foreigners in their 
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country in certain contexts such as high school. The general knowledge of the world 
possessed by these Saudi Arabian students was difficult to examine from the 
interviews. This depth of knowledge in relation to intercultural competency could be 
a parameter in future studies. Overall, the study uncovered Saudi Arabian students 
are poorly prepared for intercultural interactions when leaving their own country to 
engage in activities in a foreign country that require significant acculturation. 
The participants in this study did experience culture shock as they attempted 
to acculturate in their new cultural environment. Researchers such as Hofstede 
(1997), Deresky and Christopher (2012), and Oberg (1954/1960) described the 
phases of culture shock from initial excitement (honeymoon phase) to annoyance at 
cultural differences and progressing (with time and individual effort) to acceptance 
and appreciation. Hofstede described five cultural dimensions: power distance, 
individualism, uncertainty avoidance, masculinity and time orientation. These 
dimensions have been explained in previous sections of this thesis (see Chapters Five 
and Six). It was noted in this study, that Saudis differed culturally from Australians 
in all five dimensions. The biggest differences appeared to concern the first three: 
power distance, individualism and uncertainty avoidance. Saudi Arabian students in 
the study generally maintained respectful distances from authority figures in 
Australia, including university lecturers. They only began questioning lecturers’ 
authority in matters such as disputing a grade after they became aware that local 
protocols permitted such behaviour. Saudi Arabian students prefer to work in groups 
and make important decisions on a consensual basis rather than as individuals. The 
study noted that minor challenges were experienced in some group work at the 
university due to students from other cultures being less “open” than the Saudi 
students. The current study’s findings support claims concerning cultural dimensions 
by Hofstede (1997). Many of the difficulties articulated by students in the study 
pointed to these cultural differences.  
Culture shock – as noted in the findings of Interview 1 and reported in 
Chapter Five - was quite pronounced for the students for much of the first 12 months 
of their stay in Australia. The study attributes this ongoing shock with deficiencies in 
intercultural competence rendered primarily by poor preparation in cross-cultural 
training. Other contributing factors may be the tendency of Saudis to remain in their 
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country for much of their lives, rarely travelling overseas, limited access to global 
media (internet censorship) and strongly held religion-based values. 
Some of the major cultural differences students commented upon related to 
gender issues and time orientation (see Discussion of Intercultural Competency, 
Chapter Six). Students from Saudi Arabia, for example, were shocked to observe the 
freedom that Australian females enjoy, in comparison with females in Saudi Arabia. 
Fraternisation between the sexes is much more open in Australia as is the use of 
alcohol in Australia amongst many sectors of the community. Time was seen more as 
a servant to people rather than as a master to be rigorously obeyed (see Chapters Five 
and Six). 
The current study concluded that Saudi Arabian students have basic levels of 
intercultural competency. Despite this assertion and based upon Saudi students’ 
comments made in interviews, it is reasonable to conclude they have weaknesses in 
all four elements found in the ACIIE (1996) framework (see Chapter Six). However, 
the study uncovered a strongly compensating factor in the robust social skills that 
Saudi Arabian students possess. They regularly display patience, tolerance and 
willingness to persevere when communicating with people from other cultures. They 
possess a healthy sense of humour and are always kind, generous, respectful and 
accommodating. This aspect of intercultural competency is lacking focus in the 
current version of ACIIE (1996) framework and perhaps should be addressed more 
strongly in the direct experience and intercultural skilling elements of the framework.  
Earley and Mosakowski (2004) alluded to this aspect of intercultural 
competency in their profiling of cultural intelligence (see Adjustment Issues, Chapter 
Two). These authors claimed a range of characteristics that people with cultural 
intelligence possess. Profiles such as analyst and mimic imply a leaning towards 
more observant interaction with people from other cultures using all personal 
attributes, skills and intuition to bridge any deficiencies regarding language and 
culture differences (Earley & Mosakowski, 2004). The students adopted an attitude 
of learning how to adjust to situations of cultural unfamiliarity such as in the 
classroom through observation of others and making small strategy implementations. 
An example of this was seen in the tendency for the students to ask more questions 
of lecturing staff (see member checking: Chapters Four, Five and Six).The current 
study uncovers Saudi Arabian students’ capacity to make small adjustments to 
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behaviour to cope with unfamiliar cultural environments. This competency assists 
students to have overall satisfying experiences as international students in Australia 
despite the challenges outlined in this study’s findings. 
These assertions of competency account for the positive way in which Saudi 
Arabian students express their experiences as international students in Australia. 
Prior experiences and expectations did play a role in students’ perceptions of their 
experience. Intercultural competency as a moderator of culture shock also played a 
role and mediated between expectations and experiences. Students easily recalled the 
positive experiences they had gained so far in Australia, particularly in relation to the 
vast majority of Australians they had interacted with at the host university and in the 
wider community. 
For students in the study, the negative aspects of their experiences seem to 
pale into insignificance. This was demonstrated in student participant interviews 
where students preferred to reflect upon the positive events rather than the negative. 
Some of those negative aspects were the incidents of racial abuse and university 
lecturers failing to meet Saudi Arabian students at the student’s level and style of 
learning and failing to find ways to lift students to where the students need to be 
academically.  
The two study participants who were part of the second interview (Students I 
and J) helped the study to verify data that had been collected in Interview 1. These 
students reported expectations, experiences and intercultural competency had not 
altered dramatically with the passage of time (one year). While they had developed 
coping strategies to deal with unpleasant events, the students continued to experience 
cultural shock and challenges that they expected would not vanish in the short time 
they are living and studying in Australia. 
Lessons to be learned 
There are lessons to be learned from this study for Australian Institutions who offer 
programs to international students, the international students themselves and also the 
broader community. As noted in Chapter Two, marketing of programs to Saudi 
students needs to be more intimate, that is, face to face, due to the tendency of Saudi 
Arabians to make decisions using informal channels rather than formal media such as 
university websites on the Internet. Saudi Arabian students intending to choose 
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Australia as their international study destination should expand their general 
knowledge of the world and Australia, in particular. It would improve their 
experiences if they were to build a deep reservoir of knowledge before leaving home. 
Improving their language skills would also be an advantage and pay handsome 
dividends throughout their experiences in Australia.  
The broader community needs to improve its level of tolerance and 
“willingness to include” concerning international students. This is especially true 
concerning Saudi Arabian students (and those from other Middle-Eastern countries) 
who are regularly excluded from social interchanges on the university campus, 
homestay accommodation, businesses and public places. The students are also 
subjected to occasional acts of racial abuse and discrimination (see Chapter Five). 
The Australian community needs to embrace these visitors to Australia who bring 
with them not only economic gains for local economies but opportunities for 
Australians (and other community members) to embrace a culture that is warm and 
rich in its depth and social graces. It requires an attitude change on the part of 
individuals, groups, businesses and government sector.  
Lessons for Educators 
There are clear messages for academics in higher education institutions in Australia, 
particular those who host international students. Assisting students to achieve greater 
levels of interaction with them and other staff and student cohorts will improve 
overall students’ experiences as students increase their feelings of belonging at the 
university campus. Taking an interest in students and clearly outlining expectations 
and teaching and learning processes would assist students to feel part of the 
university campus.  
In regard to students’ expectations, educators in Australian universities need 
to be aware of and try to make best use of the enthusiasm that international students, 
as evidenced by the students in this study, bring to the university. They highly value 
the degree they are hoping to achieve and are keen to succeed in this achievement. 
On the other hand, they are markedly uninformed about what the University expects 
of them. This means that educators should not make assumptions of students’ 
knowledge and be at pains to explain all processes relating to their studies. Students 
may be deluded by their own competence in English. Educators need to speak more 
slowly than usual or be prepared to repeat instructions. Educators also need to be 
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mindful that the Australian accent can be difficult for international students to 
comprehend. Finally, educators need to be aware that, at the commencement of a 
course, many international students are dealing with a number of issues concerning 
accommodation and other daily matters. This strengthens the argument concerning 
the “whole student” approach, espoused by Burns (1991). 
In regard to students’ experiences in the learning environment, educators in 
Australian universities need to be aware of the considerable challenges faced by 
international students (see Figures 7.1-7.4). For example, if educators understand that 
the Saudi students, in particular, have a different and incompatible time-frame 
orientation, then, a scaffolded approach – rather than reactive or reproachful 
strategies – might help students realise the importance of attending classes and 
meetings on time in an Australian university. The Saudi students’ apparent failure to 
do well on classroom tasks or assessment could well by attributed to their not coping 
with open-ended tasks coupled with a reluctance to ask for help. Educators have to 
condition themselves away from the accepted practice in which silence equates to 
understanding (see Figures 7.1-7.4). Silence may mean an unwillingness to ask for 
assistance.  
Educators could also do well to be mindful of how the media is reporting and 
responding to different cultures. At time of writing, for example, there was 
considerable coverage in the Australian media of anti-Muslim campaigns, such as the 
now-overturned ruling to ban women, for security reasons, from Parliament who 
were wearing a burqa (Bourke, 2014). The media has similarly covered the recent 
boycotting of products certified as halal (Powell, 2014). A South Australian 
company, Fleurieu Milk and Yoghurt Company has discontinued its halal 
certification of its products following threats on social media. The argument was that 
the fees paid for this certification were being used to fund terrorism despite this 
being condemned as “irrational” by the Australian Dairy Farmers Association and 
“absolutely wrong” by the Halal Certification Service (ABC News, 2014). These 
events have the potential to increase racial attacks on international students and to 
exacerbate their alienation. Educators need to be empathetic to what has become an 
increasingly difficult social climate for their students outside of the confines of the 
University. In regard to students’ intercultural competency, educators in Australia 
need to be as aware of other cultures as they expect international students to be aware 
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of ours. They need to be empathetic, for instance, in forming study groups of both 
male and female students and understanding the difficulties this poses for both 
genders. They need to be, as alluded-to in earlier discussion in this chapter, aware of 
the learning environments in the host countries and how students need to be 
scaffolded into understanding what is expected of them in Australia. It would also be 
appropriate for educators to receive intercultural competency training for themselves 
which would assist their capacity to empathise with international students (Ridings, 
et al., 2008).  
These implications for educators are summarised below in Figures 7.1 – 7.4. 
Figure 7.1 summarises the advice regarding student expectations (RQ1) drawn in 
part from the findings presented in Chapter Four. Figure 7.2 summarises the advice 
regarding experiences of living in Australia while Figure 7.3 refers to the experiences 
of studying in Australia which are both drawn in part from the findings presented in 
Chapter Five (RQ2). Finally, Figure 7.4 summarises the implications for academics 
in regard to intercultural competency drawn in part from the findings presented in 
Chapter Six (RQ3). Each of the figures draws on the literature relevant to each of the 
themes underpinning the study (see Figure 1.2). 
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Implications for educators: Expectations 
Findings of the current 
study:  Saudi Arabian 
international students 
Academics and support 
staff should: 
Support from literature 
Prior knowledge:  
 Students used 
incomplete or non-
authoritative information 
to make decisions. 
 Drew on informal or 
uninformed sources 
such as friends and 
therefore had unclear 
expectations. 
 Encourage institutions 




and ensure everything 
promised to students is 
exceeded or at least 
fulfilled. 
 Not make assumptions 
of prior knowledge or 
preparedness. 
 Be aware of the ESOS 
standards and what 
must be offered to 
international students. 
Recommendations for 
improvements in pre-departure 
training for Indonesian 
students (Novera, 2004). 
 
Few international students 
attend orientation sessions 
because of visa delays or 
incorrect advice (Hellsten, 
2010; Krause, et al., 2005). 
Competence in English: 
 Students reported that 
lecturers spoke too fast. 
 
 Ongoing difficulty in 
English comprehension 
and expression. 
 Slow down. Be patient. 
Be prepared to repeat 
important information. 
Seek regular feedback 
from students to check 
understanding. 
 Scaffold learning 
experiences (Bousquet, 
2012; Fink, 2003; Kift, 
2009) in plain English 
accompanied by written 
instructions. 
 Create opportunities for 
students to practise their 
English in class and to 
become familiar with the 
way English is used in 
your discipline. 
Indian international students 
noted difficulty with Australian 
accents (Nayak & 
Venkatraman, 2010) 
 
Indonesian students noted 
difficulty in academic English 
(Novera, 2004) 
 
International students had 
difficulty with the accents of 
non-native speakers who act 
as tutors/lecturers (Mulligan & 
Kirkpatrick, 2000). 
 
Arab students in two Canadian 
universities praised the 
opportunity to practise their 





Figure 7.1. Summary of implications for educators: Expectations 
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Implications for educators: Experiences (Living in Australia) 
Findings of the current 
study:  Saudi Arabian 
international students 
Academics and support 
staff should: 
Support from literature 
Experience racial taunts 
and discrimination. 
 Show empathy, provide a 
listening ear, and assist 
students with coping 
strategies. 
 Be aware of institutional 
supports. 
 Be prepared to 
recommend the students 
reporting incidents to 
appropriate authorities, 
including the police. 
Confrontational events create 
an “acculturation dilemma” 
(Tran, 2011) and impact 
students’ ability to focus on 
their studies (Burns, 1991). 
Many international students at 
an Australian university were 
unaware of available support 
services (Owens & Loomes, 
2010). 
Have difficulty in 
socialising outside of their 
peers from Saudi 
ethnic/cultural group - 
with limits of opportunities 
to practise their English 
and gaining experience of 
the Australian culture 
 Be aware of student 
reluctance and 
unfamiliarity with group 
work. 
 Encourage mixed group 
activities during class and 
for group assessment 
tasks. 
 Be sensitive to students’ 
reluctance to work in 
mixed gender groups.  
 Be aware of potential for 
ethnocentrism within 
working groups of mixed 
ethnicity. 
 Facilitate group processes 
where necessary. 
First-year students in Australia 
are more likely to spend time 
with peers in off-campus 
activities (James, et al., 2010). 
First-year international 
students in Australia are most 
likely to keep to themselves at 
the university campus and had 
trouble “fitting-in” (James, et 
al., 2010). 
The Acculturation Dilemma: 
Vietnamese students in 
Australia expressed a 
preference to integrate in 
Australian society, but 
remained separate and poorly 
adapted (Tran, 2011). 
Have difficulty with finding 
suitable accommodation 
and interacting with 
landlords. 
 Check with students 
regarding their 
accommodation.  
 Show interest in this 
aspect of their living in 
Australia. 
International students are 
vulnerable and are unlikely to 
seek recourse against 
landlords for unfair dealings 
(Cathcart, et al., 2006).  
Figure 7.2. Summary of implications for educators: Experiences (Living in 
Australia)  
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Implications for educators: Studying in Australia 
Findings of the current 
study:  Saudi Arabian 
international students 
Academics and support 
staff should: 
Support from literature 
Were disengaged from 
many aspects of their 
living and study 
experiences in Australia. 
 Adopt a “whole student” 
approach (Burns, 1991): 
all aspects of student 
experience. 
 Become familiar with the 
“transition pedagogy” 
(Kift, et al., 2010; Knight, 
1997; Teekens, 2003) 
recommended for first 
year curriculum. 
Australian first year students 
show a lack of engagement 
with their University campus 
(James, et al., 2010; Kift, 
2014) 
Found lecturers to be 
strict, inflexible, discussed 




 Ensure students are given 
ample time to digest 
instructions. Instructions 
should be given orally and 
in writing with follow up 
sessions. 
 Be empathetic to 
students’ different time-





Indonesian students found 
classroom protocols “difficult 
to reconcile” (Novera, 2004). 
International students in 
Canada complained about the 
clarity of instruction, viz. 
where verbal instructions were 
not understood or quickly 
forgotten (Grayson, 2008). 
Indian students reverted to 
traditional familiar practices 
when “lost” (Hellsten, 2010) 
Are reluctant to ask 
questions 
 Encourage a dialogue 
with students concerning 
their understanding of 
assessment 
requirements. 
International students are 
unwilling to ask questions, 
refute or criticise/challenge 
teachers (Hellsten, 2010; 
Volet & Ang, 2012; Ward, et 
al., 2001). 
Enjoy group work but: 
 prefer to work with 
other Saudi students 
ahead of other ethnic 
groups. 
 are uncomfortable in 
working with mixed 
gender groups. 
 Are unfamiliar with it 




 Explain what the 
purposes of group work 
are and how best to 
achieve genuine 
outcomes. 
 Scaffold group 
collaboration to counter 
socialising as opposed to 
collaborating.  
 Be aware of group 
membership occurs and 
offer variance from self-
selection. 
 
Arab students are unfamiliar 
with group work (Shapiro & 
Purpel, 2005). 
 
Arab students are used to 
restricted relationships 
between men and women and 
are unused to co-educational 
classrooms (Alhazmi & 
Nyland, 2012) 
 
Relationships with friends are 
more critical than completing 
tasks, including group 
assignments (Lustig & 
Koester, 1993). 




Implications for educators: Intercultural competency 
Findings of the current 
study:  Saudi Arabian 
international students 
Academics and support 
staff should: 
Support from literature 
Lacked adequate levels of 
intercultural competency and 
experienced culture shock. 
Undertake training to 
improve own levels of 
intercultural competency and 
extend knowledge 
concerning other cultures.  
 
Intercultural competency 
can/should be developed 
(Freeman, 2010; Ridings, et 
al., 2008) 
Arab students in two 
Canadian universities 
believed that their lecturers’ 
awareness of their home 
culture, learning styles, and 
frustrations in adjustment 
(culture shock) would assist 
them (Abukhattala, 2013). 
Are confused by and 
unaware of social practices 
in Australia from simple 
customs as shaking hands 
and asking for assistance. 
Develop and actively 
demonstrate tolerance of 
differing customs and cultural 
understandings, namely, of 
time and of gender 
relationships. 
 
Gently but deliberately model 
appropriate practices and 
guide students through the 
stages of intercultural 
competency. 
Stages 1-4 (American 
Council on International 
Intercultural Education 
(ACIIE), 1996). 




Limitations of the Study 
As noted in Chapter Three, the study was conducted at one campus of a major 
Australian university and involved a relatively small sample of students (n=14). 
Although this number represented a significant proportion of Saudi Arabian students 
who were eligible to participate, it is acknowledged that such a small sample makes 
findings of the study difficult to generalise. The case study approach was chosen as 
the best methodology for the study based upon an objective to examine the 
phenomenon of Saudi students living and studying in Australia. In support of this 
notion, Merriam (1998) described case studies as an excellent methodology when 
exploration and discovery are prime objectives of a study. 
English is the language in which all aspects of the study were implemented. 
The researcher took caution to verify understanding of student participants 
concerning meaning of questions posed in interviews. The researcher regularly 
paraphrased questions back to students to limit discrepancies between what was 
asked for and what was tendered by students in responses. Students in the study were 
given a chance to see the completed transcripts to ensure reasonable levels of 
accuracy. Despite these safeguards there will inevitably be discrepancies and 
inaccuracies in the data. This is due to English language challenges that Saudi 
Arabian students experience, especially in their first 12 months of study. 
A constant concern for the researcher was keeping personal biases in check 
when analysing data from the study. A conscientious effort was made to treat all data 
objectively. Interpretations of data are inevitably flavoured by the lenses of 
researchers and the researcher acknowledges this to be the case in the current study. 
However, every effort was made by the researcher to record data as accurately as 
possible and to objectively analyse the findings using the theoretic framework for the 
study. All aspects of the ethics clearance were complied with throughout the study. 
Future research directions 
Several recommendations could be made from the current study concerning future 
research. This study examined the experiences of a select cohort of students from 
Saudi Arabia in relation to expectations and intercultural competency. It would be 
useful to examine other ethnic groups using same or similar frameworks. Such 
studies may uncover common elements in student experiences concerning key 
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factors such as how the universities market their programs overseas and what 
attempts they make to use a “whole student” approach for optimum student outcomes 
and high levels of satisfaction. This simply means looking at all aspects of the 
student experience including arrival, accommodation issues, social engagement and 
greater focus on each component of student life at the university, both in and out of 
classrooms. 
Another study might address broader stakeholder groups in gleaning data. 
University staff, government representatives and ordinary community members 
could be invited to participate in interviews and focus groups to gain multiple 
perspectives of international students’ experiences and what the stakeholder groups 
perceive their role to be in relation to these students. 
Summary 
The current study found Saudi Arabian students reported relatively high levels of 
satisfaction in their experience as international students living and studying in 
Australia. This is despite unpleasant incidents such as racism and perceived lack of 
clear directions and scaffolding support from university lecturers at the host 
university. The study examined these experiences as reported by students in face-to-
face interviews. The conceptual framework for the study included the work of East 
(2001) concerning expectations of students, Oberg (1954/1960), ACIIE (1996), and 
Hofstede (1997) whose writings informed the study concerning the impact of 
intercultural competency.  
The study provides insights into experiences of Saudi Arabian students 
studying in Australia and may be useful in broader applications to other international 
cohorts in Australia. It is through understanding of students’ experiences that 
academics, educational institutions and the wider community can consider 
improvements that can enhance this important Australian industry. These 
improvements will not purely be economic but also social as the people of Australia 
reach out to other members of our global community and share cultural knowledge 
and understanding. 
Despite its limitations this study makes a significant contribution to the 
literature concerning international students in a globalised world. It has uncovered 
robust data concerning the experiential world of international students with a 
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particular focus on students from Saudi Arabia, who have not been the focus of many 
qualitative studies in the past. It also establishes a sturdy foundation for future 
research into the experience of international students using other frameworks, 
contexts and cohorts. 
Postscript 
At the conclusion of this study, I take the opportunity to reflect on my experiences as 
a researcher over the last three years. I commenced the study amidst trepidation that 
the findings of the study might support a long held notion (by me) that international 
students struggle in Australia to an unacceptable level. After years of anecdotal 
evidence suggesting international students take a long time to acculturate within their 
host country environment (if at all), I was strongly prompted to examine the 
experiences of international students in Australia. Hence the current study. 
I am pleased with my choice of Saudi Arabian students as a focal cohort for 
the study. The Saudis are pleasant, optimistic and very personable and were a delight 
to be around both before and during the current study. I worried that the student 
participants might not open up and discuss challenges they had experienced in favour 
of focusing on only positive events. Saudis tend to dismiss the negative and embrace 
the good. On the one hand, I am pleased to learn that Saudi students do have 
enjoyable experiences as international students in this country. They love 
conversation and would rather be late for pressing engagements than to curtail social 
intercourse. On the other hand I am saddened to discover significant challenges 
experienced by the Saudi students. They do not appear to be treated as well as any 
“customer” might expect to be. It would seem that the people of Australia have 
improvements to make in providing high quality services to international students in 
this globalised world.  
The willingness of students in the study to open up to me was exhilarating 
and rewarding. I believe this willingness was garnered by the previous healthy 
relationships I had formed with students as I taught some of them in earlier days of 
their study program. I am so glad, and honoured, that students trusted me enough to 
share deeper feelings with me concerning their experiences and felt safe that no 
repercussions would be suffered as a result of their participation in the study. 
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I was initially surprised to learn of the general lack of preparation Saudi 
students made before leaving home for Australian shores. However, this aspect of the 
study now makes more sense to me as I realise the students’ trusting, collectivist 
nature garnered students’ confidence in the journey that lay ahead, even in the 
absence of concrete research. The lower levels of expectation due to incomplete 
information concerning Australia living and study conditions meant that experiences 
would likely be very satisfying if the experience exceeded the expectation. It would 
also mean that any experience that was deemed by the students to be below their 
expectation (albeit based on incomplete information) would be seen as very 
unsatisfying. This notion seems to be supported in the findings of the current study. 
A major focus of the study concerned the relationship between students’ 
perceived experiences and their intercultural competencies. I am particularly pleased 
with how this theme emerged early in the study and was sustained throughout. I was 
interested in whether a lack of intercultural competency would have an impact on 
how students in the study perceived their experiences. The studies used in the 
conceptual framework for the current study were found to be particularly useful, 
especially Oberg (1954/1960) and Hofstede (1997). I now have a greater 
understanding of cultures and cultural shock that affects international students. I am 
also starting to comprehend how difficult it must be for parents to let their young 
children travel to another country with vastly different living conditions, teaching 
and learning systems and where the children must also cope with a foreign language. 
Perhaps my greatest disappointment as a result of my participation in this 
study is to discover some strongly negative ways in which foreigners are treated by 
the Australian greater society. Racial discrimination experienced by all students in 
the study almost broke my heart. Perhaps I naively believed the people of Australia 
had largely overcome their former racial tendencies as Australia has become a highly 
multi-cultural country in recent decades. My fear is that discrimination and ugly 
racial abuse may continue for Saudi Arabians in Australia as terrorist related tensions 
increase in various parts of the world. My empathy for these Saudi Arabian 
international students has increased and it is my hope that as a result of this study, 
Australian people, and particularly business operators and staff in educational 
institutions in Australia, will also develop higher levels of empathy and reach out to 
these wonderful young people who enrich us by their presence.
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Appendix A: Government advice to international students (AEI (Australian 
Education International), 2014) 
 
Australia welcomes international students 
The Australian Government wants international students to have a rewarding, enjoyable and 
safe experience when they come to Australia to study. Australia’s education and training 
system offers high quality services and protection for international students to ensure they 
make the most of their time here. 
Australia offers all levels of education to international students—from school (with some 
limitations depending on age and support from their family in Australia), through foundation 
and English language intensive courses, to vocational education and training (VET) and 
higher education. 
The laws that protect international students form the Education Services for Overseas 
Students (ESOS) framework. They include the Education Services for Overseas Students 
Act 2000 and the ESOS National Code. 
The ESOS Act ensures that education providers are registered by the Australian 
Government. Under ESOS, education providers must meet certain obligations as part of their 
registration on the Commonwealth Register of Institutions and Courses for Overseas 
Students (CRICOS). They must act in accordance with principles designed to support the 
best possible services for our international students. As an international student on a student 
visa, you must study a course with an education provider that can be found on CRICOS at 
http://cricos.deewr.gov.au. 
The ESOS framework also ensures that students have access to tuition assurance (which 
acts like consumer protection) and that they can get appropriate refunds. 
As well as enhancing Australia’s quality education and training services, ESOS supports 
Australia’s migration laws as they relate to international students. 
You can find out more about Australia’s education system by visiting the Study in Australia 
website at http://www.studyinaustralia.gov.au/ and Australian Education International’s 
website at https://aei.gov.au/Pages/default.aspx. 
The ESOS National Code is available at https://aei.gov.au/Regulatory-
Information/Education-Servicesfor-Overseas-Students-ESOS-Legislative-
Framework/National-Code/Pages/default.aspx. 
What you need to know about being an international student in Australia 
The ESOS standards cover a range of information you have a right to know about and the 
services that must be offered to you by Australian education providers. These include: 
  
 orientation to help you understand the course and more about the place you are 
studying, as well as access to support services that can help you study and adjust to life 
in Australia 
 the education provider’s contact officer or officers for overseas students 
 what your provider’s requirements are for satisfactory attendance 
 what your provider’s requirements are for satisfactory progress in the courses you study 
and what support is available if you are not progressing well 
 if you can apply for course credit and the circumstances in which your enrolment can be 
deferred, suspended or cancelled  
 a complaints and appeals process.  
Your responsibilities as an international student in Australia 
As an international student on a student visa, you are responsible for: 
 complying with your student visa conditions 
 ensuring you have and continue to maintain your Overseas Student Health Cover 
(OSHC) for as long as you stay in Australia as a student 
 telling your provider if you change your address or other contact details 
 meeting the terms of the written agreement with your education provider 
 meeting the restriction on transfer between registered providers 
 maintaining satisfactory course progress 
 maintaining satisfactory attendance where applicable. 
Information about visa conditions for student visa holders is available on the Department of 
Immigration and Border Protection’s website at http://www.immi.gov.au/students/visa-
conditions.htm. 
Requirements for younger students (under 18) 
If you are under 18 years of age, to ensure your safety you will only be granted a visa if there 
are adequate arrangements in place for your accommodation, support and general welfare 
for the length of your student visa or until you turn 18. This is a requirement of the 
Department of Immigration and Border Protection. Under Australia’s immigration laws, 
student visa applicants under the age of 18 must be able to demonstrate that they will be 
accompanied by a parent or a legal custodian or an eligible relative, or that their education 
provider approves of other arrangements made for the student’s accommodation, support 
and general welfare while he or she is in Australia on a student visa. 
Under the ESOS National Code, education providers must advise the Department of 
Immigration and Border Protection as soon as possible where a student under 18 years old 
changes their living arrangements or where the education provider no longer approves of the 
arrangements for the student’s accommodation, support and general welfare. 
If your living arrangements have been approved by your education provider, but you wish to 
change them, you should seek approval for any change from your provider beforehand. If the 
provider agrees to you changing your living arrangements, the provider must then inform the 
Department of Immigration and Border Protection of the change. If your provider has 
approved the change, the Department of Immigration and Border Protection will not take any 
action. However, if your provider does not approve the change or the arrangements, then 
you will be in breach of your student visa condition 8532 and your visa may be cancelled. 
More comprehensive information about specific visa requirements for students under 18 
years of age is available on the Department of Immigration and Border Protection’s website 




Using an education agent 
Under the ESOS Act all education providers must list their education agents on their website. 
All education providers must also have a written agreement with their agents, and they must 
ensure that the agents they use have a good knowledge of Australia’s international 
education system and that their agents behave honestly and with integrity. 
Education agents are not the same as migration agents. A migration agent is responsible for 
giving you information on visa and immigration matters. You can also visit the Department of 
Immigration and Border Protection’s website for more information at 
http://www.immi.gov.au/Study/Pages/Study.aspx. 
International students do not have to use an education agent. You can lodge an enrolment 
application directly with the Australian education provider of your choice. You should 
consider contacting your education provider directly to see if they can help you with putting in 
your student enrolment application.  
Finding the right education provider for you 
You can find out more about Australia’s education system through Austrade and their 
website at http://www.austrade.gov.au/Education/Services. 
CRICOS is a good place to start when you want to find out more about what courses and 
education providers are being offered in Australia. Visit the CRICOS website for more 
information at http://cricos.deewr.gov.au/. 
Written agreements or contracts between the student and provider 
When you have been accepted to enrol with an education provider, under the ESOS 
National Code your education provider must enter into a written agreement with you. The 
written agreement is like a contract, and you and the provider are required to do the things 
outlined in that agreement once you sign or indicate to the provider that you accept the 
agreement with them. You do not have to pay the provider or their agent any money or fees 
until you have signed the agreement. 
Under the ESOS Act and the National Code you have certain rights to information, even 
before you enrol with an education provider. You have the right to: 
 receive current and accurate information about the courses, entry requirements, all fees, 
modes of study and other information from your provider and your provider’s agent 
before you enroll 
 sign a written agreement with your provider before or at the time you pay fees, setting 
out the services they are providing, the fees you are required to pay and information 
about refunds of the money you paid for the course and the circumstances in which this 
would be appropriate. You should keep a copy of your written agreement 
 get the education you paid for. The ESOS framework includes tuition (consumer) 
protection that will allow you to receive a refund or to be placed in another course if your 
provider is unable to teach your course (that is, the provider defaults) 
 access complaints and appeals processes 
 request to transfer to another provider and have that request assessed. 
Transferring between education providers 
Under the ESOS National Code, a student must meet certain conditions before they can 
enrol with another education provider if they are not happy with the course they are doing. 
The National Code says you must have a letter of release from your education provider 
before you can enrol with a new provider if you have NOT completed 6 months of your 
principal course (the main course of study you are undertaking). If you want to transfer 
  
before you have completed six months of your principal course, you need your provider’s 
permission. However, if you do wish to transfer, your education provider must assess or 
consider your request to transfer. 
All education providers must have documented procedures on their transfer policy. You 
should make sure you understand that policy, and what your written agreement says you 
must do, before you make the decision to enrol with an education provider. 
If you are thinking about changing your course, you need to ensure that you continue to 
meet the conditions of your student visa. Further information about changing courses or 
education providers is available on the Department of Immigration and Border Protection’s 
website at http://www.immi.gov.au/Study/Pages/changing-courses.aspx. 





 read Standard 7 in the National Code at https://aei.gov.au/Regulatory-
Information/EducationServices-for-Overseas-Students-ESOS-Legislative-
Framework/National-Code/Pages/default.aspx.4 
Support for international students 
Under the ESOS National Code all education providers must offer their international students 
support to help them adjust to study and life in Australia, achieve their learning goals and 
achieve satisfactory progress in their learning. This support is available because we 
recognise that Australia is a new environment for students, as well as a different culture, with 
different laws and systems. Your education provider must ensure that advice is provided on: 
 support and welfare services available at their institution 
 legal services 
 emergency and health services 
 facilities and resources 
 complaints and appeals processes 
 any student visa condition that relates to the course you are studying. 
Tuition protection 
The ESOS framework includes elements of protection for students so that they can receive a 
refund if they do not complete a course. The Tuition Protection Service (TPS) helps 
international students whose education providers are unable to fully deliver their course of 
study. The TPS ensures that international students are able to either: 
 complete their studies in another course or with another education provider or  
 receive a refund of their unspent tuition fees (the amount that is equal to the amount of 
the course the student has NOT undertaken). 
More information on the Tuition Protection Service is available at 
https://tps.gov.au/Home/NotLoggedIn. 
Making complaints and getting help 
All education providers registered under CRICOS must have in place complaints and 
appeals processes to help students resolve their issues. These processes must be 
independent. They must also be easily and immediately available to students and be as 
inexpensive as possible. Making a complaint should not affect your enrolment. 
 259 
 
If you cannot resolve your complaint with a provider, and your provider is a private 
organisation, you can approach the Overseas Students Ombudsman. Visit the website of the 
Overseas Students Ombudsman for more information about what they do and how they help 
students at http://www.oso.gov.au/. If you are studying with a public provider you should 
contact your relevant state/territory or the Commonwealth ombudsman. You can find the 
contact details of all Australian ombudsmen’s offices at 
http://www.ombudsman.gov.au/pages/related-sites/state-and-territoryombudsmen.php. 
More about Australia 
Australia offers a very modern, vibrant and multicultural lifestyle. It is a popular tourist 
destination for people from all over the world. You can learn more about Australia’s history 
and its indigenous heritage at http://www.australia.com/about/culture-history/history.aspx. 
More information about Australia is available at www.Australia.gov.au.  
  
  
Appendix B: Interview Schedule (Interview 1) – Sample Questions 
 
1. What course are you studying? 
2. How do you enjoy studying at the campus? 
3. Why did you choose to study in Australia? 
4. What did you already know about Australia and how did you get that 
knowledge? 
5. Who did you talk with to find out more about Australia or the university you 
came to? 
6. What documents or websites did you look at to find out about Australia or the 
university? 
7. What benefits do you expect to get by studying in Australia? 
8. Tell me about your expectations of what living in Australia would be like. 
9. How did you develop those expectations? 
10. How did you expect to be treated by Australians in a general sense? 
11. How did you expect university staff to treat you? 
12. Describe what happened when you first arrived in Australia in terms of finding 
accommodation and acquiring goods and services. 
13. How were you treated by Australians generally? 
14. How were you treated by university staff you encountered in the first few 
weeks after your arrival and why were you treated that way? 
15. How would you describe your experience so far in relation to your expectations 
held before coming to Australia? 
16. How do you feel about any difference between what you expected and what 
has happened so far? 
17. Describe your first experiences in the classroom (rules, behaviour of teacher, 
clarity of expectations, clear instructions from teacher) 




19. What did you expect teaching and learning to be like in the Australian 
education system?  
20. In what ways is the Australian education system different from back home? 
21. Have you had good/bad experiences working in groups such as group 
assignments? 
22. Have you had any experiences discussing results of assessments or negotiating 
increased marks with teachers? How did you feel about that exchange? 
23. In what way have you experienced any of the following: 
 Homesickness, loneliness and alienation 
 Fitting-in 
 Stress and anxiety 
 Racism or bullying 
 Time management issues (clashes with Australians over time issues) 
 Lack of support by teachers, support staff, others? 
24. How does your English language skill level affect your studies? 
25. How have you made adjustments/developed coping strategies as a student in 
Australia and how difficult has it been to make these adjustments? 
26. How would you describe your knowledge of/functionality in your own culture? 
27. How would you describe your knowledge of/functionality in other cultures 
generally? 
28. In what ways is Australian culture different from Saudi culture? 




Appendix C: Interview 2 Schedule – Sample Questions for Student I 
 Culture shock 
 Interview 1 (excerpts from transcript) Guide questions 
After a year, would Student I 
amend these ideas? 
Expectations I really wanted to find out about a new culture 
and by coming to Australia I really thought that 
would be a good experience. I thought after my 
experiences in Australia, I would come back 
again to my own country to bring those 
experiences back with me to my family and into 
my future career. 
 
Does Student I still agree with 
expectation to see Australian 
experiences as an influence on 
what he can and will do back 
home? Is this still an expectation? 
 
Experience I have experienced loneliness, homesickness 
and alienation. I do experience stress sometimes 
may be just like any other student does about 
the subjects and about study, to try to get it all 
done with all the assignments and preparing for 
the exams. 
Did the experience of loneliness, 
homesickness and alienation 
change? How did Student I deal 
with this? What strategies did he 





While I am a student in this country, I don’t 
think that I am adjusting myself to the culture of 
this country but I know that people around me 
have different views of the country where I come 
from. Some people think we still ride camels 
around in Saudi and think that everyone from 
Saudi Arabia is rich because we have oil. That 
doesn’t mean that the person on the street is 
rich as money from oil flows mostly to the 
government so it is interesting that Australian 
people have that impression. 
 
Does Student I still think that he 
does not have to adjust to local 
practices as he is a member of an 
international community at an 
international campus of a 
University? Did he adjust in 
some ways? 
 Racism 
 Interview 1 (excerpts from transcript) Guide questions 
After a year, would Student I 
amend these ideas? 
Expectations I expected that the people would be very nice 
and also friendly in Australia. I thought that 
because I knew it was an advanced country and 
that the people would have a lot of knowledge 
about the differences in the world. [I expected] 
that they would be very accepting of all people 
and that there would be little or no racism. 
 
Does Student I still agree with 
expectation that Australians are 
“nice” and “friendly”? 
 
Experience It seemed they were saying things like we should 
leave Australia and “go home” only because we 
were of a different culture and that we had 
different colour skin and belong to a different 
religion. I think this is just a few people who 
were acting this way and gave me a bad 
experience. 
 
 Did the experience of public 
abuse change? How did 
Student I deal with this? 
What strategies did he adopt?  
 Does Student I have an idea 
what prompts this bad 
behaviour? Has current world 
concerns with terrorists 




 Learning environment 
 Interview 1 (excerpts from transcript) Guide questions 
After a year, would Student I 
amend these ideas? 
Experience In one of the subjects at the University, the 
lecturer at the start of the year said that he 
doesn’t fail students and students failed 
themselves. I thought this would mean that some 
students would just have to fail and we thought 
that we would fail as Saudi Arabian students 
because we were learning in a foreign language 
and also have difficulties learning a different 
culture. I did not doubt this person was a good 
teacher but I was very worried that I would fail 
because of what he said. 
 
How would Student I deal with 
this kind of situation now? 
Would he have a clearer idea 





Appendix D: Interview 2 Schedule – Member checking (Student J) 
The guide questions for Student J were basically concerned with how she would now 
respond to the circumstance in her previous statement or if it were still “true.” The selections 
(some as paraphrase, some as direct quotations) were made with a particular reference to the 
literature in mind. 
 
 
Interview 1 (excerpts from transcript for member checking) Theme 
Literature/Research 
1. Student J commented she attempted to locate the site but 
the search engine she used did not return any hits for the 
University and so she gave up trying. 
Expectations 
 Incomplete knowledge (East, 
2001) 
 English language 
2. So that’s what I was looking for when I came to Australia 
… I had this vision of becoming a better person by finding 
more experiences in life.  
 
I wanted to achieve my goals and become a better person 
by finding more experiences in life and I’m glad to say that 
I’ve been able to work towards achieving some of my 
dreams. 
Expectations 
 Goals of King Abdullah 
Scholarship Program are 
aspirational (MOHE, 2011a, 
2011b, 2011c, 2011d) 
 International students have 
high expectations (Tran, 
2011). 
3. I have experienced racism and bullying here in Australia 
from other international students at the university and from 
staff and people in positions of authority.  
There were times when people spoke to me rudely, 
which I believed was due to the fact I come from a certain 
country in the Middle-East and this hurt my feelings.  
There is also stereotyping that can sometimes 
happen where people think we are not very good to other 
people as a race and some of them looked down on me.  
I’m not sure why these people would look down upon us.  
Perhaps they think we are savages and the media 
has a big part to play in that portrayal of members of a 
particular country in a certain way so that others then may 
in a stereotypical fashion believe that everyone from my 
country is the same way. 
Experience: Racism, bullying, 
discrimination, and stereotyping 
 see AHRC, 2010; Gunaratne, 
2004; Nyland, 2010; Mansouri 
& Trembath, 2005  
 
4. Student J said that international students expected a lot of 
directions to be provided in fine detail. The students would 
prefer to be told what page to read in textbooks, what was 
important on each page, what pages to read in preparation 
for an assignment or exam. 
Experience 
 Unfamiliar learning 
environment (Grayson, 2008; 
Russell, 2005; Volet & Ang, 
2012) 
 Gap between teacher and 
learner expectations/practices 
(Shepherd, 2010). 
 Disparity between pedagogies 
in host and home systems 
(Gertzog, 2011; Hellsten, 
2010; Macdonald, 1974; 




5. Student J claimed such experiences with persons from 
other cultures are useful but not as comprehensive as 
interacting with others when they are in their own cultural 
habitats. 
I have had previous experiences with other cultures and I 
think with other cultures I am quite easy going. The most 
important thing I do is show respect to them and in return I 
expect people from other countries to show respect to me 
and I think the only way to really understand the culture is 
to go and live amongst the people in their own country in 
order to experience the context of their particular culture. 
While we as students living here in Australia might be able 
to do research or try to understand the cultures that we 
experience here in another country, we still may not be 
able to really get a good understanding, functionality and 
competency in the culture because we are out of the normal 
contexts in which that person has been raised.  
Intercultural Competency 
The value of additional overseas 
experience, particularly in the 
development of intercultural 
competency has been noted 
(ACIIE, 1996; Lustig & Koester, 
1993). 
6. I met up with students from diverse countries and had to 
learn to deal with each of them in group work. This helped 
me to learn to adapt to others.  
Intercultural Competency 
International students adapt in one 
of five ways to living in different 
cultures and interacting with people 
from different cultures ranging 
from non-adaption to perfect 
integration (Earley & Mosakowski, 
2004). 
 
